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  Chapter 0: Return


Hero.

A being who stands opposite the Demon King, one who protects the world and humanity.

I became such a hero.

To be precise, I was forcibly summoned and awakened as a hero. 

Apparently, ‘I had high compatibility?’

The greatness and nobility that come with the title of ‘hero’ give me a sense of pride beyond any fiction.

The issue was that I ended up forcibly transformed into a woman during the awakening process.

According to the goddess, a hero is the incarnation of a god who protects humanity, so they naturally merge with the goddess who bestowed her blessing.

‘The thought of not being able to return to being a man… What kind of nonsense is that?’

Although it doesn’t matter much now, at the time, I was plagued by stress-induced insomnia, worrying that I might somehow ‘fall into depravity’ as a woman.

But they say humans are creatures of adaptation.

Or perhaps my desire to survive was just exceptionally strong.

Before I knew it, I found myself solely focused on slicing off demons’ heads, with no time to worry about my female body.

After being thrown into a hell where lives were crushed like flies, I realized that such concerns were luxuries.

There was only one reason I endured in this hell up until now:

It was solely for a safe return.

Of course, I saw countless gruesome sights along the way. Why, you ask?

Unlike the demons in typical fantasy novels, these beings were wicked to the core, like something straight out of ancient religious texts.

***

After awakening as a hero and waging countless battles against demons, I found myself enveloped in a profound sense of futility, forgetting even the passage of time.

At last, I could put an end to my long journey.

“It’s finally over.”

As I planted the sacred sword in the ground and watched the great upheaval before me, I felt nothing but plain contentment.

When the Demon King perished, the other demons began to vanish naturally.

The hellish scenery that had clouded and worn down my mind, and even the world itself, was gradually collapsing.

“These experience points are sweet.”

The numbers on my status window rapidly climbed.

It seemed that even the demons vanishing into nothingness were converted into experience points for me.

‘Does this have any real meaning now that it’s all over? Well, games do drop experience points and money when you defeat the final boss, so…’

I decided to think of it like that.

At last, I killed the Demon King and saved humanity and the world.

Just then, a radiant light enveloped my body, and my vision flickered.

How much time had passed?

When I opened my eyes…

***

“I’ve been waiting for you.”

Before me was a vast cosmic space, adorned with clusters of stars like the Milky Way.

It was undoubtedly the same place where I first set foot in this world.

The goddess looked at me with a warm smile and spoke.

“Hero, I commend your achievements. Honestly… I didn’t have high expectations.”

“Indeed.”

Uneasy at the thought that this might just be an elaborate prank, I clenched and unclenched my right hand, half-expecting the Demon King to reappear.

But the sensation in my hand confirmed that this moment was indeed real.

“Truthfully, I’d love to give you a chance to unwind and properly reward you for all your hardships, but time is short.”

I nodded at the goddess’s words.

The hero who had been excessively awakened to halt the demons by using an overwhelming amount of resources.

Not only did I start off at a historic high level, but I also slaughtered billions of demons, crammed with so much experience that I even surpassed my limits.

At this point, I was probably the only true threat to this world. 

Depending on my intentions, I could become a new Demon King, an embodiment of evil.

So, the goddess had informed me in advance.

That if I succeeded in stopping the Demon King, I would have to be swiftly returned…

Of course, I had agreed to it as well.

***

“Then, since time is short, let’s begin the settlement process immediately.”

The goddess unrolled a scroll.

“The only items you can take back to Earth are the hero’s weapons. Since the awakened equipment is bound to your soul, it cannot be detached. All other consumables and magical items will be automatically disposed of.”

After rapidly pressing a series of buttons, the goddess looked relieved once she finished the calculations.

“Your disposed items will be converted into currency on Earth. Although it’s impossible to perfectly match the market rate, you’ll be able to live quite comfortably. This is a small token of my gratitude for saving the world amidst such grueling trials, Hero.”

With a “ta-da~,” the goddess held up a calculator.

The settlement amount that caught my eye was an enormous sum—something I would only have dreamed of possessing before crossing over to this world.

It was so vast that it seemed even larger than what one might imagine after an early investment in cryptocurrency that skyrocketed to create millionaires.

According to the goddess, there isn’t much of a difference in currency value between the two worlds.

“Unfortunately, it’s impossible for you to return to the exact time you were summoned, Hero. Even my abilities can’t reverse the flow of time, and I’m truly sorry for that.”

I brushed off the goddess’s apology as if it were nothing.

There was no one waiting for me back on Earth.

“I’ve adjusted it as much as possible, but the current timeline on Earth is about 13 years after you were summoned to this world. However, I’ll make sure you have everything you need, from identification and a residence to essential living supplies, all of the highest quality. You should find it easy to adapt upon your return.”

Seeing the goddess’s sincere efforts to provide me with every possible consideration, I nodded silently.

In the web novels and comics I’d read before, it was a common trope for the goddess to be selfish or incompetent.

There were plenty of stories where the hero was abandoned, betrayed, or left to suffer with no aid.

Luckily, the goddess who summoned me was different. 

She never shirked her responsibilities and tried her best to help.

Whenever I was in a crisis, she provided as much support as possible and responded to my requests with improvements, playing the role of a true supporter.

So, I had no complaints about her current efforts.

“Your strength and powers as a hero will remain intact on Earth, but the laws of that dimension don’t accept the energy of other worlds. Normally, when you use your hero powers, it would put a strain on your body…”

The goddess hesitated slightly, watching my reaction, then continued.

“But the case with you is a little different. Perhaps it’s because no hero has ever achieved such feats. Still, I trust that you, Hero, understand the true meaning of your strength and power.”

“Don’t worry.”

Perhaps it was because I’d just defeated the Demon King, but my voice sounded dry and cracked as it escaped my lips.

“There won’t be anything for you to worry about.”

With a slight smile, I pledged to never commit any wrongdoing, both before the goddess and my own conscience…

I had no intention of using this power to harm innocent people, especially not after fighting side by side with those who sacrificed themselves nobly to the very end.

Seeing my firm resolution, the goddess smiled softly, as if remembering something important, and began to speak with excitement.

“Oh, right! There will be something very interesting waiting for you when you return.”

“Something interesting? What do you mean?”

Was this some hint that she’d turn into an indifferent deity and throw me into a miserable life?

But the goddess showed no trace of malicious intent.

Instead, there was an innocent thrill in her eyes, like a child hiding a surprise.

“There’s been a big, surprising change in your world. It’s a positive thing, so I’m sure you’ll find it enjoyable.”

‘Is that for real…?’ I thought to myself, feeling a hint of amusement at her self-satisfied expression.

In any case, it seemed there had been some major change on Earth for the better. 

I’d find out once I returned.

***

Waving her hand elegantly toward the air, a large dimensional gate appeared beside the goddess and me.

“If you go through that portal, you’ll return to Earth.”

After hearing her explanation, I headed toward the gate, leaving all the painful memories of this world behind me.

Just as I was about to step through the gate—

“Hero!”

I heard the goddess’s urgent voice from behind.

When I turned around, halfway through the gate, I saw her bidding me farewell, looking more solemn than ever before.

“On behalf of all the beings in this world, I thank you once again.”

Her slow bow conveyed a sincerity deeper than any words I’d heard or seen until now.

“For saving this world, this universe… truly, thank you.”


With a light smile, I offered a simple wave goodbye and stepped through the portal.

“May you always find happiness…”

Receiving the goddess’s final blessing,

I returned to Earth, to South Korea.



 
  Chapter 1: Organize


As I opened my eyes, an unfamiliar ceiling came into view.

This place is likely… my ‘home.’

The first impression upon returning home wasn’t one of intense emotion or any indescribable warmth.

Oddly enough, my initial thought was an admiration for the high ceiling that caught my eye as I regained consciousness.

Turning my head, I took in the scenery of the room.

‘This is a nice room.’

The room balanced a mix of modern and antique elements that, though seemingly mismatched, complemented each other well.

Lying sprawled out, I stretched my hand upward.

Starting from the outstretched hand, I could see the warrior’s gear covering my body.

And the familiar feel of the holy sword gripped in my hand.

It seems that, as the goddess said, my warrior’s gear followed me to this world.

“Mmm!”

Stretching fully, my whole body shivered with a pleasant sensation.

How long has it been since I was this drowsy…

Though I had a strong mind since my awakening as a warrior, I felt a refreshing energy filling my mind, regardless of such matters.

Getting up and moving to the window, I pulled aside the curtains.

“…I’m really back.”

The familiar view of skyscrapers.

Digital billboards and a crowd of people walking the streets.

‘What am I supposed to feel at a moment like this?’

In the web novels I’d read before, the protagonists felt lingering emotions, anger, sorrow…

Or even tearful emotions upon returning to their homeland.

I don’t know if I’m emotionally drained or if my mind has become resilient.

Turning my gaze back to the room, I noticed a smartphone, wallet, and some documents on the table.

Opening the wallet first, I confirmed 500,000 won in cash, a check card from T Bank, and an ID.

The ID photo displayed the now-familiar appearance of myself – a woman with blond hair and teal eyes.

Let’s see, the name is…

‘Ji Sehee.’

130101-4XXXXXX

XXX Road, Gangnam District, Seoul.

After confirming the date of birth, I couldn’t help but chuckle. 

They managed to fit a Korean name with this appearance.

The document was the deed that stated I was the owner of this building.

The smartphone didn’t have any lock screen set up. Checking the calendar on the device, I saw that it was January 3, 2035.

Reestablished under the name Ji Sehee, I am now 22 years old.

As the goddess mentioned, a vast fortune was accumulated in the bank app on the phone.

With this, I probably won’t need to worry about money for the rest of my life.

Maybe that’s why.

Of all things, this was the one matter I wanted to settle first, above anything else buried in my heart.

Deciding to stash away the warrior’s gear and holy sword in a corner of the room, I resolved to organize it later…

The first thing I did was take a shower.

In the other world, I didn’t have the luxury of bathing properly with all those demons I had to take down.

Of course, that didn’t mean I lived in filth. The warrior’s blessing kept me clean.

-Swoosh-

Yeah, this feeling… I missed it so much.

As I let the warm water cascade over my body, I swallowed the emotions welling up inside me.

It may seem like a trivial act, but for some people, even small things like this can be deeply moving.

After finishing my shower, I opened the closet. 

Fortunately, there weren’t any eccentric – like ‘excessively’ feminine – clothes.

Women’s underwear… wasn’t an issue. 

It’s not like it’s on display, and I wore similar things in the other world anyway.

Given my mental resilience as a warrior, I couldn’t get worked up over something like this.

There was a decent black suit, so I put it on and got ready to go out.

The reason for dressing in all black was that the place I was about to visit wasn’t suited for flashy attire.

Leaving the building, I looked up, and the blue sky greeted me.

After battling demons in hell, it’s been a long time since I’ve seen such a bright sky and a shining sun.

“So bright.”

Perhaps because it was January, the sunlight, without a single cloud in the sky, gently nipped at my eyes.

Regretting not bringing sunglasses, I quickened my pace.

***

“Still the same.”

After an hour-long taxi ride, I arrived at XX City Memorial Park.

Thirteen years had passed, yet this place remained unchanged.

Following old memories, I found my way to the memorial room.

Inside, there was…

“Thank goodness.”

My parents’ place remained as it was.

They were people who had passed away in an accident two years before I was summoned to the other world.

Maybe because there was no one else in the family to take care of it.

The artificial flowers, once arranged in decoration, had long faded under the passage of time.

As I looked at the photos of my parents neatly placed inside, an overwhelming emotion overcame me, leaving me speechless – a feeling I hadn’t even experienced upon returning to modern life.

As a warrior, I’d witnessed countless innocent people die tragically.

There were times I wept with sorrow and frustration.

Although I wasn’t crying this time, my heart felt as though it was being gripped tightly… it hurt more than ever.

“I’m back, Father, Mother. Have you been well?”

Swallowing down the suppressed emotions, I finally managed to greet them.

To the two of them smiling warmly in the photos…

“This must be a strange sight for you. A lot happened during that time… I became a warrior. I saved the world brilliantly, returned proudly to Korea…

I even made a lot of money.”

I let them know that their child had become a warrior who saved the world.

No matter how grueling and horrific the journey was, in front of my parents, I shared only the triumphant result, something to make them proud.

I achieved glorious victories…

Made significant accomplishments…

Saved countless people…

Though it was so hard to speak my first words, once I began, the stories flowed out effortlessly.

“I’ll live well from now on. I’ve faced all the hardships at once, so now, I’ll live peacefully.”

I said, gently touching the glass separating me from the photo of my parents, with a soft smile.

“I’ll be happy, I promise. Please watch over me.”

Taking a step back, I bid them farewell once more.

“I’ll be going now, Father, Mother. I’ll come visit often.” 

Leaving the memorial room, I received counseling from the administrative office regarding my parents’ remains and decorated the artificial flowers with new, beautiful arrangements.

I wondered what Father and Mother would have thought if they were alive to see me now, this drastically changed version of myself.

Who knows – even with all the noise over various stories, maybe they would have accepted me in the end.

Though I returned after ten years, now as a daughter instead of a son, what could I do?

‘I’m such a proud child, after all, right?’

***

Stepping outside, the sunlight greeted me with its dazzling radiance.

The playful light that had nipped at my eyes earlier now felt slightly different, as if celebrating my readiness to move forward after putting things in order.

It was as bright and brilliant as my own hair.

When the door opened, the signature voice of the electronic door chimed, “Welcome,” indicating the arrival of a customer.

The part-timer who had been watching a game stream on Switch Channel hurriedly stood up from his chair.

“Welcome.”

The moment he lifted his head with a polite smile, his mind froze at the sight of the customer.

‘Holy… damn. She’s incredibly beautiful.’

Golden hair cascading down to her waist and blue eyes – the epitome of a blonde-haired, blue-eyed beauty.

A calm yet slightly cool expression with a delicate balance of mystery.

Neatly dressed in a suit.

Despite the form-fitting nature of her clothes, her figure stood out in a striking way.

‘Had he ever assessed someone this quickly with such a sharp gaze in his 23 years of life?’

Complimenting his own eye-speed in an almost cinematic way, the part-timer tilted his head in confusion.

Though he had worked here for nearly a year and was among the more seasoned employees in the area, he couldn’t recall ever seeing such a stunning beauty around.

‘Was she a new resident in the neighborhood? Or just a passerby dropping in for a moment?’

‘A foreigner?’

He’d seen a lot of beautiful Western models online, but something about her stood out – the features were familiar yet distinct.

If someone who’d been heavily edited on the internet existed in real life, they might look like her.

Shaking his head to clear his spiraling thoughts, the part-timer muttered that all these musings were pointless – a drink with her would have been better.

“Ready for checkout.”

She stood at the counter with several cans of drinks and snacks, and he promptly assisted with the transaction.

“I’ll need to check your ID.”

“Sure.”

A slight tremor ran through his body at the sound of her low, beautiful voice. 

‘Was this what those old men called an ‘eargasm’?’

All she did was quietly hand over her ID, but it was oddly thrilling.

She was abiding by the unspoken rule that someone beautiful would have an equally captivating voice.

He was also surprised to see a Korean name on the ID confirming her age.

‘Ji Se…something. Ji Seyeon? Ji Se-eun?’

As he let his thoughts wander over her name, he caught himself and quickly resumed the checkout.

“That’ll be 15,800 won.”

“Here you go.”

He briefly considered asking for a selfie with her, but in the end, he suppressed his rising desire.

‘Damn, I should have asked for a selfie and maybe even her number.’

As she left with her items in a bag, he found himself filled with regret, thinking he’d be losing sleep over her for a while.

***

I chuckled slightly as I left the convenience store. 

He probably thought he was being discreet with his glances.

As a warrior, I could sense such gazes as openly as if they were outright stares.

Out of precaution, I’d come to this spot, a bit away from home, to buy some dinner.

Perhaps I should refrain from visiting this convenience store too often.

“Wooow! Mom, that lady’s chest is like a watermelon!”

“Shh, don’t say that out loud, my little princess.”

“Aw, why not? She’s really pretty…”

Not only the passing mother and daughter, “Hey, honey, don’t you think she looks pretty, someone you haven’t seen around here?”

“Looking at her outfit, she might work for some foreign company, huh?” whispered a group of middle-aged women, along with other subtle glances around me…

Once home, I stashed the items from the convenience store in the fridge, then stretched out on the sofa.

Though I could tolerate people staring at me, it’s not like my face would wear out from it…

However, my overly sharp senses picked up on feelings in their gazes beyond mere admiration or goodwill.

“I’m no longer using the warrior’s power, and yet it’s still like this.”

Living like this could get a bit tiring, but well…

‘Why does it feel so good?’

‘Have I always enjoyed this kind of attention, or did the goddess’s excessive blessing and grace change me like this?’

The thought amused me, and I let out a quiet laugh.

Today marks the fifth day since my return to Earth.

They say mountains change in ten years, and I needed to understand how the world had transformed in my absence.

For the past few days, I’ve been exploring the streets or browsing the internet on my smartphone, repeating this daily routine.

It was my way of trying to familiarize myself with society.

If I were to sum it up, there were groundbreaking developments and changes… to a surprising extent.

It was none other than…

‘Virtual reality.’

That’s right.

Unlike back then, when VR games were just starting, the world had changed.

Virtual reality had emerged three years ago and rapidly transformed society.

‘You’ll find something really fun when you return.’

‘Could this be what the goddess meant? It definitely has impact.’

The popular games I used to enjoy, like Legendary Battle, had been pushed out of the mainstream by new virtual reality games.

Not only in game market share but even as a leading title in e-sports.

Of course, PC rooms were still going strong, and due to the high cost of virtual reality devices, many users still enjoyed traditional PC games.

But it seemed that traditional PC games, music, videos, and various programs were increasingly being implemented within virtual reality, replacing them at a rapid pace.

I opened the Switch app, which, along with YouTube, was still one of the dominant platforms for game streaming.

Among the game channels sorted in the app, a title with a major viewership caught my eye.

The most popular game currently in virtual reality.

“Soul Warfare.”

A preview of the game’s promotional video began playing.

A cursed knight defeating cursed monsters and collecting souls.

The dark yet grand scale of the dystopian medieval fantasy setting felt strangely familiar.

“The graphics are amazing.”

Perhaps it’s because it’s virtual reality.

The realism and detail were outstanding, making even the graphics of StarCraft II: Legacy of the Void look lackluster.

As I silently watched the advertisement for Soul Warfare, I sprang up from the sofa and cautiously slipped into the virtual reality capsule.

Curious about this large capsule device, which resembled a king-sized bed that had been placed in a corner of the room since my return.

I later found out that it was a virtual reality connection device, an 80 million won limited-edition model.

“Oh!”

What is this – it feels like lying on a waterbed?

The ultimate comfort, unmatched by any PC setup.

‘As expected of the goddess. She definitely knows how to reward.’

Forget the plans I had to lounge around with some beer and snacks tonight – I powered on the virtual reality device.


My target was Soul Warfare.

‘Why am I playing a game?’

‘Who needs a reason to play a game?’

‘I’ll just play it.’



 
  Chapter 2: An entry-level employee with no experience


As I started the virtual reality and closed my eyes, I felt a slightly dreamlike and thrilling sensation.

It was said that once connected to virtual reality, information would be delivered directly…

‘I don’t know the details myself.’

1.2.3.

Watching the loading gauge fill up step-by-step, I closed my eyes and drifted off in a daze.

The quiet room was filled only with the subtle hum of the powered-up device.

In the past, I would have prepared by studying strategies and guides for the game, but now, I found myself just staring at the screen, waiting like I had grown weary of everything.

Hmm, how should I put it? This feels like a floating, unrealistic emotion… A sort of sage time?

It seems my body hasn’t yet adjusted to the sudden drift into peace, a stark contrast from the usual warrior’s rigorous lifestyle.

‘A warrior’s life… I suppose that makes sense.’

The battles against demons weren’t just physical skirmishes.

While swinging my sword without rest, I also had to resist the relentless whispers of corruption that haunted my mind.

For an endless stretch of time, I repeated the task of defeating demons, round the clock…

Perhaps it’s been a while since I last felt this kind of silence.

Yeah, I could understand that.

It’s not like I’m homesick or longing to return to that world.

As I got lost in various thoughts, the loading gauge finally hit 100%.

[Welcome to the World of Moses.]

Along with the guiding voice of the electronic speaker mixed with a mechanical echo, I felt a strange sensation as though I was being sucked into a different dimension.

My sense of the body lying in the device faded, as if it were being transplanted into a new form.

And around me… ‘How should I describe it? It felt like being underwater?’

‘No, perhaps closer to a zero-gravity space in the universe.’

[Scanning the user’s body. Estimated time: 1 minute.]

‘Scanning my body… I wonder how it’ll turn out.’

[Scan completed.]

At last, I felt the presence of limbs, and I moved my hands and feet.

‘As expected…’

Even when I put all my strength into it, the warrior’s power didn’t activate.

For the first time since arriving on Earth, I was experiencing the sensation of a purely physical body, without the warrior’s power.

If the warrior’s power were usable in virtual reality, that would be chaotic indeed.

For now, I was just floating in a space where I couldn’t grasp onto anything, yet this bizarre feeling made my body tremble slightly.

I was giving commands to my body, moving it, but it wasn’t my actual body lying inside the device that I was moving.

The body generated within the virtual reality moved precisely and delicately according to my will.

This is really…

“Amazing.”

There were VR games before, but this realism was incomparable, and my body trembled at the lifelike sensation.

Even a warrior like me felt like a newbie, captivated by the unfamiliarity.

‘What on earth happened in the past 13 years?’

As I moved my body, marveling, the electronic voice guided me to the next step.

[Please set up your user ID.]

A hologram keypad appeared in front of me. 

I just needed to tap this to enter it.

“An ID…”

Another name for myself to use in virtual reality.

The first hurdle everyone faces when starting a game.

It’s easy if it’s easy, difficult if it’s difficult.

Several names came to mind, but none felt quite right. 

It happens sometimes.

It seems appropriate in my mind, but when I actually see it on the nickname field, it just doesn’t look good.

After a bit of thinking, I made up my mind and entered an ID.

“Hero of Light, Friedé.”

Friedé.

It was the name given to me in the other world.

This should do.

[Setup complete. Entering the MS (Main Space) Room.]

The screen flickered, and the zero-gravity space vanished.

And a sense of pressure identical to reality weighed down on my body.

The new space that appeared before my eyes was lavish, like the palace of Versailles.

The MS Room is the central space for users who utilize virtual reality.

Streaming and VR game connections happen here.

“Isn’t this a bit too luxurious to start with?”

When I checked an alert that popped up, it seemed this grand space was a kind of limited-edition perk due to the VR device I was using.

‘Well, that’s nice.’

Since I only intended to enjoy the game a bit, I immediately connected to Soul Warfare.

The sensation of being sucked into another dimension returned.

When I opened my eyes again, the splendid room of the MS Room had transformed into the characteristic dark wasteland of Soul Warfare.

[Set the character and name to use in the game.]

I didn’t feel the need to create something new, so I decided to load my existing avatar information for both ID and character.

I transformed into a figure clad in shabby armor, wearing a visor that only covered my eyes, and holding a longsword.

‘So this is the Soul Warfare space?’

The main lobby view of Soul Warfare that appeared before me was desolate, to say the least.

The lobby was crowded with users in each channel.

The bizarre movements they were doing—like repeated jumping—were quite amusing, despite the otherwise serious atmosphere.

As it appeared, Soul Warfare was an action RPG game.

It seemed designed to allow maximum freedom of action, making such diverse postures possible.

Even though it was only the main lobby screen, the overwhelming scenery made me feel what they call “exhilaration.”

‘They say if you use the spectator settings, you can observe in third person…’

I could understand why the game’s popularity spurred the creation of pro teams and the activation of international leagues.

It seemed it was rightly recognized as the next big thing in e-sports.

The massive monument in the lobby was inscribed with countless IDs of users participating in the channels, blending with the ambiance impressively.

***

[Looking for duo partners.]

[Beginner-only 1:1 duel]

[Damn it, I lost money on coins again today!]

[I just saw this and voted for Kim Il-sung.]

[So, those without girlfriends comfort themselves in virtual reality, right? Disgusting, isn’t it?]

[Swish, swish, you damn jerk!]

[You know that’s defamation by stating the facts, you bastard.]

Such chaotic chatter in text was probably a welcome sight for any gamer.

Compared to games that are treated like failures and empty of players, this one felt full of life.

I’m not overly picky with games, but having this sense of community in a national favorite game was nice.

Playing alone in solitude has its charm, but if I’m going to enjoy it, sharing a space with many others gives it a brighter shine.

Alright, let’s go.

“Shit, this sucks for real!”

My pride, forged in the Diamond tier of ranked matches, was shattered long ago because of one unranked player in the field.

Team stats: 11 kills, 33 deaths, 16 assists.

Our scoreboard was a total disaster—only for my team, though…

Maybe it was a small blessing that since everyone died equally, I wasn’t singled out as the culprit.

“Who is this unranked player?”

Hero of Light, Friedé.

An unranked player with no achievements or records, who managed to rack up 18 kills on their own.

But they were actually the very person leading my team to ruin.

For players starting Soul Warfare, it’s recommended to begin with Story Mode before jumping into PVP.

It helps get accustomed to the game and unlocks various weapons and equipment, making it much easier to adapt in PVP.

“Ugh, I need to grind my rank fast.”

If we lost like this, it’d be a waste of time, and a sigh escaped me in frustration.

Waiting for the respawn time after dying.

Staring at the dark, black-and-white screen, I pondered how I ended up in this mess.

The real thrill of Soul Warfare is the team mode.

However, if you repeatedly dodge this team mode, there’s a penalty where you have to win three regular games to remove it.

Similar to some communistic restaurant game, this system caused quite a stir when it first launched.

Having faced a troll player he was familiar with and repeatedly dodging, he eventually got penalized, forcing him into regular team games out of frustration.

Since it was a regular game, most players were unranked or beginners, so he joined without much pressure.

During the boring waiting time while everyone picked their weapons and the game was about to start, he never imagined the absurd slaughter that would ensue…

When the black-and-white screen ended and he respawned, he snapped out of his thoughts, gripping his knight’s longsword, a high-grade weapon of the longsword class, and headed toward the objective.

Beside him, another teammate, wielding the Rebellion Greatsword—known as a notorious overpowered weapon—prepared to face the enemy.

“Stay focused.”

“I just need to kill that damn monster.”

Since they’ve racked up all the kills alone, the bounty penalty should be high.

If I kill them, their respawn time will double, so it’s not entirely impossible to make a comeback.

***

[MosesKnight: Incoming!]

No need to say it—I already know!

As I muttered under my breath, I spotted the enemy charging toward us.

That’s the one.

Blonde hair flowing like a golden waterfall, their eyes covered by a visor, but I could sense their gaze targeting us.

‘Look at this otaku, putting so much care into their skin.’

The spearman made the first move, going for a thrust to keep the enemy in check.

The spear’s unique range and quick thrusts for a fast attack.

With no special techniques or skills, they seemed intent on persistently harassing with pure tactics.

This was good teamwork, rare for a regular game, clearly aimed at cooperation.

Usually, in regular games, people would recklessly spam combat skills without thinking.

The enemy, having lost the initiative, paused to measure the distance with quick footwork.

Next, they’d dodge an attack and drive a sword into the spearman. 

That’d be the moment to counter.

By blocking with a shield and setting up a heavy attack move, it was possible to even aim for a parry, which was notoriously difficult in this game.

While technically, every weapon can parry any action in this game, it’s a skill set with a very high success difficulty.

‘I’m definitely going to hit them back.’

They might have dominated one-on-one fights or massacred with support from teammates, but this time would be different.

With gritted teeth and narrowed eyes, he watched as the enemy suddenly dashed at the spearman, finding an opening.

‘Now!’

The enemy dodged the spear and veered left, and he swung his sword in a heavy attack, rejoicing inwardly.

But…

“Gasp!”

As the enemy disappeared from his view, his sword swung through the air, and he inhaled in shock.

Splat!

The screen turned red, splattered with blood.

The enemy, who had dodged the spear with a quick dash, managed to get behind him, thrusting their longsword into his chest.

Though there was no real pain, the thought of blood bursting from his chest was disgusting.

While he was briefly stunned and powerless, the spearman desperately attacked to save him, but it was clearly a futile effort.

The enemy deftly dodged the spear’s attacks, quickly thrusting with a light strike.

As the spearman hurriedly executed a perfect dodge, he bit his lip.

‘It’s over.’

The spearman’s tempo, which had been set up to perform a perfect dodge, matched the enemy’s, who advanced one step and thrust as they rolled to escape.

At the end of the invincibility frame for the dodge, a pre-planned attack was waiting in the space where the spearman rose.

As if predicting the moves, the spearman fell into a groggy state from the flawless catch, just like he did.

Once the spearman fell, he was released from his groggy state, but would it mean anything now?

When forced into a one-on-one situation like this, that monster’s power would devour them.

In the end, he could only helplessly watch his character get finished off, head sliced clean, feeling a sense of resignation.

“I feel scammed.”

As his view returned to black and white…

“Shit.”

The sight of the unranked player who had just defeated the spearman was there, deflecting every arrow shot by the recently revived archer, breaking their headgear.

In a 7 vs. 7 team match, they had taken down three of his teammates alone, making it impossible for the team to hold up.

With holes appearing in every line, they were overrun, meeting a 17-minute cut ending.

“Son of a… They even customized that skin to be as annoying as their brain…”

With basic equipment, just a longsword and standard armor, the unranked player toyed with every teammate.

No matter how much skill is involved, equipment advantages can’t simply be ignored…

No, regardless of equipment, managing such intense dribbling against multiple opponents is no ordinary feat.

‘Showing this level of skill with a freshly created unranked character?’

There’s only one answer.

“A booster, no doubt. Reporting immediately.”

Boosting has been a long-standing tradition in the gaming world for nearly 30 years.

As the victim, I couldn’t just stand by.

He quickly drafted a 5,700-character report and queued for the next regular match.

Boom!

A sound signal for matching.

Maybe it was the lingering shock from the last game.


As he entered the waiting room, he quickly checked the teammate names.

When he saw “Hero of Light, Friedé” boldly on the list, he couldn’t help but cheer.

“Perfect! I knew I could count on this!”

If they’re on my team, I’ll always welcome a booster.



 
  Chapter 3: Attention-Seeking Hero


I place the meat on the oiled frying pan.

Sizzle—!

The pleasant sound tickles my ears, and the sweet aroma of meat tempts my nose.

Following the way I vaguely remembered, I sprinkle salt and pepper on the meat while waiting for it to cook.

After about two minutes, I flip it over, repeating the process again and again.

Once the meat is cooked, I plate it alongside the salad I had ordered for delivery.

While it’s not at the level of a gourmet dish, I’m quite satisfied with how appetizing it looks.

As expected, cooking is half the battle when you have quality ingredients.

“This is what they mean by sinful indulgence and devilish decadence,” I say to myself.

The weather is great today, with the sun shining brightly outside.

As I enjoy the view from the window, my brunch—a combination of breakfast and lunch—feels especially elegant.

It’s moments like these that remind me how important money is in modern life.

No matter how difficult things get, with enough money and time, most problems can be resolved.

After all, the term ‘financial therapy’ didn’t come out of nowhere.

A returned hero, living in a nice house, eating good food, playing games… such an affluent and idle life is only possible because of money.

Let’s be honest—I love money.

And I especially love the lazy life that stems from this abundance.

I wasn’t someone who lived a disciplined, goal-oriented life before I became a hero, and that didn’t change after becoming one.

Still, I justify myself by staying within reasonable boundaries.

***

“Hmm…”

As I take a bite of meat, a thought suddenly crosses my mind.

‘What would it have been like if I had returned to Earth without money, with nothing but my bare body?’

‘An undocumented, stateless existence with not a penny to my name.’

‘If I had lost my powers as a hero, I would’ve been in a state perfect for ending up as a homeless vagrant.’

‘Though, considering my experience as a hero, I probably could’ve made it through somehow.’

But I wonder if the struggle of overcoming it all would’ve left scratches on my heart.

‘Why am I suddenly thinking about this?’

Ah, right.

***

‘I think the title was The Hero Returned.’

During a break after finishing a game of Soul Warfare, I had read a web novel with this plot.

A summoned hero defeats the Demon King, saves another world, and returns to Earth.

However, the harsh reality shows her no mercy—she loses her family, has no foundation, and falls into despair.

Eventually, the hero becomes corrupted and turns into a Demon King herself—a tragic story.

‘Maybe I resonated with it because I’m a returned hero, too.’

‘If I were in that situation, what would I have done?’

‘If I returned to find that my parents had passed away while searching for me, losing everything and starting over from scratch…’

‘Would I have been able to overcome that sense of loss?’

‘Honestly, I don’t know.’

But as I chew on another bite of meat and reflect, I think I wouldn’t go as far as becoming evil.

In other words, I wouldn’t blow up the district of Gangnam, where I live now, or anything like that.

A hero can lack money but never dignity.

‘Besides, I made a vow to the goddess before we parted ways.’

The conclusion is this:

“Thank you, humans. This hero will remain peaceful, so please carry on with your lives.”

Once I finish my meal, these thoughts leave my head as quickly as they entered.

After tidying up, I habitually sit in front of my computer.

I’m not sure if I can call it a habit after only a few days, but still.

I open YouTube and type Soul Warfare Guide into the search bar.

Dozens of videos matching the keyword pop up.

If you’re wondering why I’m not logging into the virtual reality game as I did yesterday, it’s because I’m reflecting on my mindless playthrough from before.

The truth is, I ambitiously started Soul Warfare but quit after only three matches.

In my first team PVP game, I had no idea what I was doing.

All I did was single-handedly massacre the enemy team.

If I kept playing like that, I’d probably feel isolated and fall into a rut.

Normally, I would study the basics through a guide before playing a game, but I admit it—I was too impatient this time, being away from gaming for so long.

“This one looks good.”

I click on a video titled Soul Warfare Guide for Beginners.

‘The reason for my choice?’ The thumbnail looked clean and appealing.

As expected, the guide was concise and straightforward, hitting all the key points.

It explained the importance of clearing the story mode first to unlock weapons, gear, and enchantments.

It also covered recommended weapon choices based on playstyle, along with stat and skill build optimization.

Watching this, I realized just how unprepared I was when I jumped into PVP mode.

From the perspective of others, I must’ve looked like an absolute newbie barging into battle with just a longsword, inconveniencing my teammates to no end.

Come to think of it, the atmosphere in the chat at the start of the game wasn’t exactly friendly.

The only reason I avoided harsher criticism was probably because I made up for it with my skills and the fact that it wasn’t a ranked match.

The story mode, like most games of its kind, has a dark and somber theme.

The single-player matches are fought in circular arenas, focusing on one-on-one PVP battles.

You can’t use consumable items, so it’s just you and your weapon in a direct fight.

The game also supports up to three-versus-three matches, which is a unique feature.

Spectator mode allows you to watch matches from the stands.

***

Then there’s the team battle mode.

This is the most popular content in Soul Warfare and the foundation of its E-sports competitions.

Each team consists of seven players, making it a 14-player game on a large battlefield.

The map is structured like a labyrinth, with a central attack lane and flanking routes connected to the bases.

Its design resembles the Summoner’s Rift from League of Legends.

The map’s uneven terrain allows for creative tactics, such as knockback plays and vertical ambushes.

“Hmm… must be tough.”

Watching a video of players hunting monsters, I feel a bit sorry for them.

Each jungle monster they’re facing is said to be equivalent to a mid-tier boss from the story mode.

I thought jungle monster hunting would be similar to League of Legends, but it’s on a whole different level.

Thanks to advanced AI, the monsters are fierce and relentless.

Their attacks are brutally strong, capable of taking players down in a single hit.

They’re slow at times but can suddenly strike with deadly precision and merciless speed.

The jungle monster they’re fighting now is comparable to Red Buff or Blue Buff in League, yet it takes two players working together to bring it down.

If an opponent were to steal it at this moment, it’d be utter chaos.

At the end of the gameplay guide video, the team attempted to take down a massive objective together. However, they encountered the opposing team, and amidst the chaos of a rampaging monster, a ridiculous scene of mutual destruction unfolded.

***

After watching the guide video and grasping the rules to some extent, I accessed the Soul Warfare community website.

I browsed the forum, trying to get a feel for the atmosphere among the game’s players.

[20M Drop Smash Parry with God-tier Timing] 

[Weeb Face Custom with a Booster, No Red Flags Here] 

[Stop the Guild Cup Madness!] 

[Miss the super likable STK team from last season? Upvote if you do!] 

As I browsed through the trending posts, I was struck by how little the sentiment had changed over the past decade.

‘This is no different from Korea 10 years ago.’

Everyone was living their lives just as idly as ever.

Feeling slightly sentimental, I skimmed through the posts—until one particular trending post made my hand holding the mouse freeze.

[Author: ArmpitWrinkle]

[Title: Weeb Face Skin with a Booster? No Red Flags Here]

[Text: A booster who skipped the story mode and went into unranked PVP with just a longsword, smashing our team’s heads one by one like it’s a horror game.]

Beneath the post was a series of attached GIFs.

Just one glance at the uniquely customized face of the character in the footage, and I immediately knew who it was.

The one wreaking havoc on the game screen with only a basic longsword equipped was…

“Whoa.”

It was me.

The post accused me of being a booster and included various GIFs of my gameplay, seen from the poster’s perspective, showing them getting defeated by me in several different ways.

Honestly, I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t flustered.

I’ve spent my entire life playing games without ever being involved in something as dramatic as getting publicly called out.

‘Who would’ve thought that on my first day back on Earth, during my first game, I’d stir up such a commotion?’

Suppressing my nerves, I scrolled down to read the reactions.

[ForcedDwarfBuyer: Whoa, check out the quality of that skin. It’s not even in the shop. What master crafted this? This is… invigorating.]

[ᄋᄋ(156.xxx): Huh? That’s totally the same face as Ungo’s Swordmaster character, complete with the visor.]

[Loo(114.xxx): What’s Ungo, you weeb?]

[ᄋᄋ(156.xxx): It’s Fate Grand Oral, some old mobile game for boomers.]

[Loo(114.xxx): Why didn’t you think it might just be a real avatar?]

[ᄋᄋ(156.xxx): Where on Earth would you find a real person with that face, you moron?]

[BlackPeopleAreHumans: The fact that King Arthur is a woman is historically supported by ancient Goguryeo martial arts. Therefore, this skin is canon.]

[ᄋᄋ(125.xxx): The visor covers the eyes.]

[ᄋᄋ(73.xxx): If it’s covered, make it visible anyway!]

Some were fixated on my character’s appearance, making bizarre comments.

[SunlightSword: Dude, that’s not a booster. Do you really think a booster would skip the story mode and jump straight into PVP? LOL.]

[GarlicKnightZekeBelt: Nah, that’s just a Challenger smurf account flexing on noobs. You’re clueless, OP.]

[ArmpitWrinkle: Shut up.]

Others pointed out flaws in the poster’s logic, mocking them relentlessly.

[GameIdiot: On the eighth GIF, dodging to the left to avoid the spear was a nice call. I get why OP thought it was a booster, but why’s their reaction speed so sharp?]

[KeepItRealGarlicKnight: If they haven’t cleared the story mode, their stats and skill points are probably still locked. Isn’t that impressive?]

[ᄋᄋ(156.xxx): If they’re unranked with basic equipment, but this good, their main account’s probably Grandmaster tier.]

Finally, there were those analyzing my gameplay based on the attached GIFs.

I meticulously read through not just the post but every attached GIF and comment, even the petty arguments.

It wasn’t just criticism—there were obsessive discussions about my character’s skin, gameplay praise, and speculations about me being a high-tier smurf account.

‘Who would’ve thought that a single day of gaming could spark such a range of reactions?’

Normally, I would skim through posts like this and scroll past quickly, but I found myself fixating on each word as if analyzing it.

Even when I tried to move to another post, I kept scrolling back up to reread everything.

Over and over, I greedily consumed the post and its comments.

At some point, I realized I was covering my mouth with my hand.

‘Why was I covering my mouth? Why?’

‘What should I call this feeling I’m experiencing right now?’

“Haaa…”

A shaky breath escaped my lips.

Even with a body enhanced as a hero’s, one that doesn’t feel fatigue and is impervious to physical exhaustion, I found myself slightly short of breath.

It was strange, even alarming. 

‘Could it be some kind of demon’s curse bypassing my hero’s resistance?’

The muscles around my cheekbones twitched. 

My breathing quickened unnaturally.

I needed to figure out what was happening to my body.

Then, my eyes caught sight of the full-length mirror beside my desk.

Pushing aside the oversized hoodie draped over me, I removed my hand from my mouth.

What I saw reflected back was…

“Ha.”

My lips curling upward in a suppressed smile.

It was only then that I realized.

“I love this.”

I love it.

Seeing people talk about me like this—analyzing me, reacting to me—it felt unbelievably sweet.

Watching them dissect my avatar, gawk at my gameplay, and praise my moves gave me an overwhelming sense of euphoria.

I asked myself, “Why am I so happy about this?”

‘No, there’s no need to even ask.’

Thanks to my hero’s intuition, I realized the answer immediately.

“I’m an attention-seeker.”

‘What can I do about it?’

After all, the only thing I remember from my time as a hero is fighting demons.

Even the comrades who joined me were all wiped out quickly.

Eventually, I was left to slay demons alone and defeat the Demon King after countless struggles.

But I didn’t even get to savor my victory. 

The goddess immediately summoned me for settlement and sent me back to Earth.

Looking around my peaceful room now, it’s hard to believe that just days ago, I was fighting for my life in hell.

As a social creature, it makes sense that I’d start craving attention after so long without any interaction.

‘At this point… it’s only natural.’


In this modern society, where you can draw massive attention with the right methods, I found myself swallowing hard.

I stared at the Soul Warfare title screen.

A thousand ideas to gain even more attention raced through my mind.

Yet the room around me was quieter than ever.



 
  Chapter 4: I’ll try it with the broken greatsword


“I was never the type to deeply reflect on myself. The reason? It’s half laziness.

It might sound shameless enough to accuse me of lacking self-love, but thanks to that, I could neatly organize my current state without much deep anguish.

I had become an attention seeker.

There was a reason why I didn’t feel any rejection when people glanced at me on the street or when a convenience store clerk gave me a shady look.

Naturally, my thoughts drifted to, ‘How should I satisfy this troublesome fetish of mine?’

Of course, I had no intention of mindlessly drawing attention.

‘Would I cry out loud and act like a loser on the street in broad daylight?’

‘Or shout, ‘I’m bald!’ in the middle of the road?’

‘What is this nonsense…?’

It might be amusing for others to watch, but still, I have my pride as a hero.

Even I have methods I can’t accept, no matter what.

‘There are different kinds of attention….’

Instead of being treated like a thoughtless lunatic, I wanted the kind of attention that comes with admiration and love.

Seeing posts about me popping up on the monitor screen—this seemed like the key point to fulfilling my desire for attention.

Maybe that’s why I wanted to find a method related to Soul Warfare.

Sure, there might be a better and more definitive way.

But right now, at this moment, I felt more inclined to choose better over best.

I glanced at my reflection in the mirror.

Considering the attention I’d received so far and judging by my aesthetic standards, this body’s appearance fell into the so-called ‘appealing’ category.

‘How could I gain attention while playing a game like Soul Warfare?’

The answer came quickly.

“Streamer.”

It’s been 30 years since gaming culture became firmly established.

Even without using the hero’s authority, this enhanced body of mine had the talent to pull off the so-called ’emperor’s perfect control’ as effortlessly as breathing.

You might scoff at how my ego swelled after just three ordinary matches, but even the trending posts acknowledged it.

‘A woman, With exceptional skills, Dominating the top tier as a streamer?’

‘I wouldn’t be able to resist watching that.’

If I had encountered such a broadcast before being summoned to another world, I might have become a drooling fan myself.

Sure, being a pro gamer might seem more glamorous in terms of results.

But the schedule management of a pro scene was a dealbreaker.

Especially with all the tangled interests involved in the professional circuit, it was far from the laid-back pace I preferred.

‘Offline is a no-go for this reason.’

Sinking further into my chair with a lazy heart, I pondered.

‘If I could gather a swarm of viewers and draw their endless attention, how exhilarating would that thrill be?’

The thought gave me a sudden jolt of clarity.

“This is insane….”

‘Was this a side effect of transitioning from a hero to a jobless individual?’

It felt like I was losing my mind.

At this rate, I might even fall for the devil’s temptation and corrupt myself.

It felt like I was overthinking things, and I tried to calm myself down.

“Yeah, there’s no need to make a fuss right now. It’s not like I’ll die just because I’m not getting attention.”

For now, I’d just… continue playing the game.

I hadn’t even progressed much in the game, so there was no need to indulge in fantasies about being a streamer or a pro gamer.

Suppressing the passion rising in my heart, I launched Soul Warfare.

My goal was… right, to reach the Master Tier.

I mean, I’m a hero who defeated the Demon King and saved the world. 

I needed at least that much of a goal to maintain my dignity.

Of course, it wasn’t my final goal. 

It was merely a stepping stone.

Streamer or pro gamer, I could think about that later.

I’d had a hearty meal, so I was ready.

“Let’s start with clearing the story mode.”

I entered the capsule.

For all the grand buildup, clearing the story mode wasn’t much of an ordeal.

The strategies had already spread far and wide, and most people cleared it on their first try, so there was no reason for it to take long.

After achieving the ending and unlocking new gear, I fell into another round of contemplation.

Stats weren’t particularly challenging.

As long as you aligned with the chosen weapon type, even standard stats were enough to perform decently. 

The problem was what came next.

“I need to reorganize my customization setup.”

Even with a visor masking my eyes like a helmet, I drew this much attention.

‘This appearance… it’s definitely too eye-catching.’

I casually donned the knight set I earned in story mode, complete with a helmet.

I adjusted my voice settings to include an echo, and just in case, I disabled ID visibility in spectator mode.

“I really am sneaky.”

Looking at how I was playing around with this ambiguous mystique between revealing and concealing my identity…

‘How did my heart grow this dark?’

But still…

“If it works, what’s the harm?”

After roughly resetting my character, I turned to the remaining tasks.

My chosen direction was melee weapons.

They were categorized into small, medium, large, and extra-large, with even more detailed branches within each category.

Of course, despite the abundance of weapons, there were bound to be overpowered ones in the game.

But for some reason…

Even with countless tailored guides circulating for popular weapons, I couldn’t bring myself to pick one.

I belonged to the type who valued romance over efficiency.

‘Isn’t there a weapon that truly captures my heart?’

I wandered here and there, looking for something that resonated with me.

As I scrolled through the weapons list, boredom began to creep in.

That’s when an unusual weapon caught my attention.

Unlike the polished, completed look of other weapons, this one was rough, worn-out, and shabby.

The blade was broken, its edge sheared off at a diagonal.

The hilt, contrasting with the broken blade, only added to its imbalance.

The name of the weapon was…

“Broken Greatsword.”

“When I searched for this peculiar weapon, the explanation was absurd.

Broken Greatsword, also known as the ‘Broken Rod.’

Even from its nickname, you can sense the collective frustration of countless gamers.

And the weapon description is no less outrageous.

‘A proper hero would never use such a weapon.’

When I searched for it on YouTube, sure enough, it seemed like a trash weapon, deserving of its infamy.

Despite being an extra-large weapon, its broken blade meant its effective range was similar to a medium-sized Longsword.

Moreover, it was forcibly categorized as a two-handed weapon, making combination play with other equipment impossible.

Its attack power was comparable to a Longsword, but its attack speed and responsiveness were as slow as other extra-large weapons.

At least it retained the super armor trait unique to extra-large weapons.

‘Its performance is dreadful.’

The general consensus was that even a standard sword-and-shield combo outperformed it.

The developers, who focused on balancing weapons, ensured that it was ‘usable’ in actual combat, but considering its performance, it felt almost like a malicious joke.

In short, with so many better options, no player would choose this weapon willingly.

It was, in every sense, a concept weapon or something used to humiliate an opponent.

But…

As a hero who saves the forsaken, I couldn’t ignore the abandoned weapon in front of me.

‘If a weapon, born so pitifully, was despised and ridiculed by all who enjoyed this game, Could it truly be the weapon’s fault?’

‘Of course not,’ I nodded to myself.

Maybe this was just unnecessary empathy from someone consumed by their desire for attention…

But my heart, tempered by my experiences as a hero, whispered to me.

‘Choose this weapon.’

By the time I regained my senses, I found myself holding the Broken Greatsword and queuing for a match.

It was my first placement test.

***

The atmosphere in Soul Warfare’s team battles was unique.

The loading screen displayed a panoramic view of the battlefield.

Even on a monitor, the sight of a massive fortress atop a towering mountain evoked both awe and majesty.

Looking down from the cliffs or fortress walls revealed an endless abyss, enough to trigger a fear of heights.

As I admired the scale of the battlefield on the loading screen, the scene shifted.

Each player selected their weapon, and as their characters spawned at the base, a flood of chat messages erupted.

[Aphivelno: ?? Broken Greatsword ?? What’s with your weapon?]

[GolbodaQuiting: Are you crazy? Did you forget to equip a proper weapon?]

[NoConceptLeft: Why are you fighting with your dildo, you idiot? ^^]

[WantGrandma’sWraps: Change it immediately unless you want to get memorialized.]

The temperature was on a whole other level compared to my casual games with a Longsword.

‘So this is… ranked?’

Perhaps because it was a ranked match, the reactions were intense.

It was the typical reception for a teammate bringing an unwelcome weapon to a team game, but I decided to stay focused.

Friendly soldiers began spawning on the central line, and fortunately, there wasn’t anyone storming mid-lane out of frustration over my weapon.

‘These people are nicer than I expected,’ I thought, as I monitored the game flow.

[GolbodaQuiting: Let’s leave the dildo user as a watchdog and focus on the left lane ourselves. If we split into pairs for both flanks, we’ll get wiped out.]

[Aphivelno: Agreed.]

With everyone focused on the central lane and left flank, I was left behind, standing alone.

To meet the team’s expectations of me serving as some kind of human alarm, I steeled my resolve and advanced to the right.

By now, the enemy team would also be managing their objectives in their territory.

The initial jungle mobs weren’t particularly challenging.

They were on par with the fodder I had defeated countless times in story mode.

When larger objectives appeared as time passed, the story would change, but for now, I needed to hurry.

Recalling the jungle route outlined in guides, I turned right and prepared to advance further.

That’s when it happened.

Whoosh!

A sharp sound cut through the air, and I instinctively rolled backward to evade.

Standing before me was a heavily armored swordsman, adjusting his stance as he confronted me.

‘Had he been surprised that I dodged his ambush?’

He didn’t launch a follow-up attack immediately but instead remained cautiously on guard, his behavior as deliberate as the weighty armor he wore.

‘He got here already.’

For the enemy to reach our flank this early, they must have sprinted straight here from the start.

Such a reckless maneuver wasn’t typical.

A guide video had described situations like this with a single phrase:

[They underestimated you.]

My appearance, wielding the Broken Greatsword, must have seemed unthreatening.

It wasn’t hard to understand why—a rookie character wielding a trash weapon in their first placement match.

Even my teammates had questioned why I brought this weapon.

‘It’s a setup that invites underestimation.’

If I fell here, there would be a gap until I respawned, and losing control of the objective would widen the point gap further.

Our already hostile team atmosphere would erupt like a volcano, and my first placement match would collapse entirely.

So…

‘I’ll have to prove myself.’

The Claymore-wielding opponent stepped forward cautiously, testing the distance while feigning an approach.

Then, he boldly charged forward.

His movements seemed less like an actual attack and more like an attempt to gauge my response, so I stepped forward half a pace.

Judging that my move was a misstep, he immediately activated the skill [Sword Stance] to attack.

It was a powerful, deliberate diagonal slash with overwhelming force.

At first glance, the motion seemed straightforward, but the timing was deceptively unpredictable, making it a clean maneuver.

If I didn’t focus, I’d lose a significant chunk of health in one blow.

The standard play here would be to dodge and look for a counterattack.

Such attacks were linear and predictable, after all.

But against his [Sword Stance], I charged straight in.

It was as if I wanted to prove that my earlier half-step forward wasn’t a mistake.

As his blade surged toward my torso, I swung the Broken Greatsword fluidly.

Clang!

The sound of metal echoed sharply through the narrow alley as the fragmented blade met his intact one.

The intact blade recoiled, breaking his [Sword Stance], and the fractured edge of my weapon slipped into the gap in his armor.

The jagged blade pierced through his abdomen and protruded from his back, its diagonal fracture making it look even more striking.

A perfect parry.

The sensation sent a slight tremor through my hands.

There’s nothing quite like the satisfaction of landing a perfect parry.

Perhaps it was the hyper-realistic immersion of virtual reality.

The intense sound effect resonating through my body made it impossible not to fall in love with this technique.

The opponent stumbled backward, rolling clumsily to escape my follow-up attack.

‘Had he been startled by my play or shaken by his severely reduced health?’

As he retreated, I dashed after him and closed the gap, landing a decisive two-hit combo to finish him off.

The duel ended in an instant.

A small smile crept onto my lips without me realizing it.

‘This is… refreshing.’

Unlike my previous life as a hero, where I crushed foes with overwhelming power, this was entirely different.

Though my reaction speed and reflexes were fast, it felt like fighting as a mere human.

“Haha…”

I couldn’t tell if I was laughing out of disbelief or exhilaration.

As a rush of excitement bubbled up inside me, I licked my lips absentmindedly.

Now, the early phase is over.


The fallen Claymore-wielder would eventually respawn.

But from now on, the situation would reverse.

Ignoring the objectives in our flank, I headed straight for the enemy’s flank.

Now… it’s my turn to attack.



 
  Chapter 5: The Hero Who Became a Small-Time Streamer


To cross into the enemy’s territory, one must traverse a massive bridge connecting both fortresses.

This so-called “Single Log Bridge” was a notorious map area where players, if too eager in combat, could easily fall to their deaths.

Not only was it a prime spot for falling accidents, but it also allowed clear observation from the central lane.

This was why ranged weapon users, commonly known as archers, always contested this central lane.

From here, they could target enemies crossing both side bridges.

If struck by a sniper’s arrow, not only would health drop significantly, but a shock-effect arrow could send one plummeting into the abyss.

The death of a Claymore user during jungle invasion attempts had already been displayed on the scoreboard, so the enemies were undoubtedly on high alert.

‘All right, let’s do this.’

As I dashed across the bridge, red flashes appeared at the edge of the screen.

It was the signal for being locked on by a sniper. 

Instinctively, I swung my sword.

An arrow, caught on the broken blade’s tip, ricocheted harmlessly in the air. 

Surprisingly, my character was slightly pushed back from the impact.

‘A knockback-effect arrow, huh?’

More sniper shots followed, but I deflected them all, safely entering the enemy’s territory.

Navigating through the intricately connected inner fortress structures, I tried to secure routes that could lead to the objectives.

‘Here they come.’

From a path connected to the enemy’s main base, I saw a figure rushing toward me.

It wasn’t the Claymore user I had crushed earlier. 

This time, the opponent wielded an even heavier weapon—a battle hammer.

‘Did they swap lanes?’

Thinking that dragging out time would only make things dull, I charged straight toward the battle hammer.

Unlike a broken greatsword, which felt unreliable, a proper heavy weapon boasted immense destructive power with every swing.

If I exploited openings, I might have a chance. 

Otherwise, I was doomed to lose in a straightforward clash.

‘Was it for that reason?’

As I feigned a dash, the hammer swung hastily. 

Timing my parry with the opponent’s movement, I deflected the weapon.

With the enemy thrown into a staggered state from the parry, I plunged my broken greatsword into their chest.

Splat!

Blood erupted like fireworks, and a trembling sensation resonated throughout my character.

‘This… this could get addictive.’

I’d heard that being parried felt like motion sickness for the opponent, and judging by their condition, it seemed accurate.

Those who wield massive weapons often assume no one would challenge them head-on.

Even knowing parries are possible, their high difficulty makes them an underused skill.

Exploiting this blind spot, nine out of ten players are easily caught off-guard.

The hammer user, however, retreated with a quick evasive roll.

“Oh!”

I expected them to crumble further, but their mental fortitude was impressive.

Then, from afar, someone dashed toward us—toward the battlefield.

It was a katana-wielding swordsman in light armor.

I hoped they were an ally, but their direction made it clear they were an enemy.

Just as I prepared to finish the hammer user, the katana closed in with a flurry of attacks.

The first strike grazed me, slightly reducing my health gauge.

“Tsk!”

An unwelcome variable had caused me to lose my almost-captured prey.

By now, the katana user must be aware of my parry tactics. 

Still, it didn’t mean I was out of options.

The katana attacked first.

With precise movements, the user activated their katana-exclusive skill, “Iaido,” chaining three consecutive strikes.

I evaded by rolling backward and adjusted the distance with quick steps.

The moment the two enemies overlapped in my line of sight, the katana lunged with a thrust.

I countered with a dashing heavy attack, swinging my broken greatsword.

Even with its status as the weakest damage dealer among heavy weapons, it was still a formidable strike.

The katana’s thrust was nullified by the super armor effect, and the swing decapitated them.

The critical hit left the katana user staggered.

Sliding under the hammer’s wild swing, I dashed into their guard.

The hammer user, frozen from the strain of their massive attack, became an easy target.

Seizing the opportunity, I landed a piercing heavy attack.

With their health gauge reduced to zero, the hammer user fell.

[Defeated: Light’s Hero – Warhammer80K]

With only the katana left, there was no need to prolong the battle.

[Defeated: Light’s Hero – Hellfire Blade]

It was a clean victory.

Taking control of the enemy’s base, I monopolized the objectives and pushed forward. 

Twenty minutes later, the game was decided.

The enemy’s final bonfire flickered out, and the victory text appeared on screen.

***

[TeamName: GolboDaRetires – “Thank you for the bus ride, Light’s Hero ^^”]
[ConceptGoneToAmerica: “Wow. Never seen someone do this with a broken greatsword at this rank. Is this your smurf?”]
[Grandma’sWraps: “That was insane.”]
[Apibello: “ᄅᄋ As expected.”]

19 kills / 2 deaths / 11 assists.

It was a dominating score, worthy of claiming I carried the match.

The reactions at the game’s end were vastly different from the start.

As the match concluded, the scores were tallied.

My character, chosen as MVP, burned brightly by the bonfire, illuminating the screen.

Declining duo requests from teammates, I returned to the lobby, stretching to relax my body.

‘It’s fascinating that this virtual reality can create such a sense of immersion.’

And… as I felt a deeper satisfaction than from winning three normal games combined, a faint smile crept onto my lips.

“Aah….”

A chuckle escaped my lips, almost like someone deranged.

‘Was it the thrill of carrying teammates who were drowning in disappointment and frustration?’

Saving allies from despair and turning the tide felt oddly similar to the narrative of a grimdark story.

‘This… might be a little addictive.’

Unable to resist, I immediately queued up for the next match.

There’s probably nothing as unpleasant in virtual reality as getting stabbed blatantly in front of your eyes.

[HeroForming: 6 kills, 13 deaths, 4 assists.]

A truly disastrous record.

For her, who had never faced such bullying in her tier, this was unbearable.

Normally, she would focus on maintaining her composure, but this time, even clenching her teeth to swallow her anger was a struggle.

Of course, the chat window was in chaos.

[Forming already at 13 deaths lololololol.]

[Even if someone reports her, it’d be justified. She should get banned, right?]

[Shriek.]

[Now she’s getting humiliated by some jerk with a broken sword. Is there anything worse? Maybe the stamp outside a polling booth?]

[A broken sword is still a sword!]

[Shriek.]

[Me.]

[This plotline on a stream… quite rare.]

[Bow.] [Rock.]

[By the way, who’s that guy? Looking at his stats, he’s overwhelming. Is it a Challenger’s smurf account?]

[Never seen someone do this with a broken sword before.]

‘Should she be happy about this or not?’

Looking at the slightly increased viewer count, she would usually be over the moon.

But this scenario only made her the sacrificial lamb to another player’s domination.

Unable to spew the curses bubbling up from her heart, she merely suppressed her anger.

[Reap.]

The battle ended in utter defeat, with her unable to accomplish a single thing. 

Frustrated, she abruptly quit Soul Warfare and returned to her MS Room.

She had hoped to close today’s stream with a victory.

“That’s it for today. Have a good night, everyone.”

Failing to conceal her disappointment, she ended the stream and returned to reality.

She removed the cheap virtual reality headset strapped to her head.

Crack! Snap!

Perhaps due to the extended time spent in VR, her joints creaked rhythmically as she stretched her body.

‘Is this what it feels like to be a pharaoh buried in a pyramid sarcophagus?’

“This is why I wanted to get a better model…”

Virtual reality devices varied wildly in price based on their model.

The better ones offered not only real-time scanning but also enhanced sensory feedback and reduced user fatigue.

But they were an unattainable dream.

Such high-end devices were far too expensive for most individuals to afford.

Even her current device, though on the cheaper end, had cost a hefty 8 million won during its purchase.

Sigh.

Once her body had loosened up, she checked the status report from her latest stream, letting out a small sigh.

Real-time viewer count: 184.

Under the nickname “HeroForming,” the small-time streamer Park Dayoung sighed quietly to herself.

“Ah… this is tough.”

She leaned back in her chair, rocking side to side in an attempt to alleviate her frustration, but the weight pressing on her chest wouldn’t lift so easily.

Starting as a streamer during her first year of high school for fun, she had grown her channel to a notable size within six months, reaching 6,000 concurrent viewers at its peak.

With her cute appearance and exceptional gaming skills, she quickly gained a loyal audience and fanbase.

After graduating high school, she began dreaming of becoming a professional streamer—a young girl from South Korea with big ambitions.

But then, her life took a dramatic turn.

***

The “Hero Summoning.”

A once-in-a-lifetime event during her second year of high school.

The kind of “protagonist summoning” trope you’d only see in manga or novels invaded her life, throwing everything into chaos.

At first, she desperately tried to return home, but upon realizing she could only return after defeating the Demon King, she reluctantly took on the role of a hero.

Two years passed as she fought as a hero, ultimately defeating the Demon King and saving the world.

Dayoung safely returned to South Korea.

But her trials were far from over.

Those two years as a hero had left gaping voids in her life.

Reality was far less forgiving than her grand return might have warranted.

Both her school life and her streaming career had suffered during her absence.

Under normal circumstances, she might have rebuilt her audience with her gaming skills and confident looks.

But reality had a way of not going as planned.

With troubled eyes, she checked her YouTube channel’s statistics.

Subscribers: 497.

Viewer reactions were not bad at all, but the channel wasn’t gaining traction.

She had tried posting promotional content and even considered collaborating with other streamers, but nothing worked.

Despite her efforts over the past six months since her return, she remained stuck in the rut of being a small-time streamer.

Trying to shake off her frustration, she reached for the brooch hanging around her neck.

The cold sensation at her fingertips brought a fleeting sense of comfort.

***

A burst of intense light filled the room as a sharp uniform in harmonious white and red adorned her body.

Her black hair transformed into a radiant red, like molten lava, and her eyes gleamed like rubies set within.

The outfit, slightly on the short side, emphasized sexy over vulgarity.

The boots extending from her thighs to her feet accentuated the curves of her legs.

With power surging through her body, Dayoung smiled faintly.

‘Yes, this is it. This is the feeling.’

If she could stream in this form, surely she could escape the small-time rut.

But such short-lived fantasies were quickly crushed.

The oppressive laws of this world rejected her hero’s powers, forcing her to release the transformation.

Exhaustion overwhelmed her, leaving her limp like a corpse, her pale arms dangling uselessly.

“If only…”

If only she could use her hero powers anytime, she might have become a top-tier streamer.

Gripped by the gap between meaningless dreams and harsh reality, Dayoung clutched her head in despair.

Behind her, something suddenly appeared with a pop.

It was a green, fluffy frog doll with adorable angel wings.

But its eyes burned with an unholy, sinister intensity.

“Kekeke. What nonsense are you spouting now, you idiot?”


Its voice matched its menacing gaze, brimming with chaotic energy.

“Shut up, you pest.”

To think she had chosen this thing as her mascot.

‘Was there truly no such thing as a happy ending for a hero?’



 
  Chapter 6: Outing, Opening Match


When you have a goal you wish to achieve, it breathes new life into your body and mind.

Perhaps it’s because of this sense of purpose that your motivation greatly increases.

If I had returned and simply repeated a life of eating, sleeping, and doing nothing purposeful, who knows—maybe poison would have slowly seeped into my mind.

The human body and mind are such annoyingly delicate things. 

Excessive overwork is a problem, but so is excessive rest—it becomes toxic.

Either way, life needs stimulation.

That’s why the goal I have now, which others may find trivial, is a small yet precious blessing to me.

Three weeks have passed since I returned to Earth.

From the marathon that began with the goal of reaching the Master Tier, the fruits of my efforts are finally starting to take shape after a long journey.

Looking at my ranked match history displayed on the scoreboard, a satisfied smile naturally spread across my face.

The elegant golden wings and crowned emblem on the screen stood as undeniable proof of my achievements thus far.

‘This is the Master Rank.’

If I could just advance to Grand Master and then the final stage of Challenger, I would have accomplished this goal to a significant degree.

A sense of fulfillment filled my heart, and I stretched with all my might to loosen the tension in my muscles caused by gaming.

“Ahh, oof!”

A strange exclamation slipped through my lips, a mix of comfort and grogginess that reverberated through my frontal lobe.

A rush of blood coursing through my body brought a sense of elation as the blockages seemed to clear.

‘Wow, even virtual reality can evoke this kind of feeling. This is addictive.’

‘If I stayed cooped up at home, wouldn’t the energy within me stagnate and rot?’

Checking the corner of the screen, I noted the time—1:00 PM.

It wasn’t too late to step outside and do something.

Disconnecting from the game, I climbed out of the capsule device, took a quick shower, and opened my wardrobe.

Although I didn’t exactly know how to coordinate outfits for a woman’s body…

Well, what’s the big deal about dressing up? If it looks good, you wear it.

After picking a few items that seemed decent, I roughly pieced together an outfit.

Adding a pair of glasses with tinted lenses, I stood briefly in front of the mirror.

“Yeah, looks fine.”

Thus began my aimless outing without a specific destination in mind.

Ten minutes after confidently stepping outside, I found myself slightly panicked.

‘Where do I go?’

I wasn’t an elderly person taking a walk around the neighborhood, so where exactly was I supposed to head?

Naturally, I pulled out my smartphone and checked my friends’ list—but alas.

I had no friends to contact.

Well, it made sense. 

Spending a decade in another world meant losing touch with people.

Even if I did meet them, with my identity and appearance now different, there was no way they would recognize me.

Before being summoned to another world, I had friends I kept in touch with and hung out with.

“Too bad.”

The completely empty friends’ list was a stark reminder of just how poor my current social connections were.

There are countless ways to enjoy life, and human relationships are a significant part of that.

By this measure, it was clear I wasn’t prepared to enjoy life at all.

Perhaps this was like starting a new childhood.

So, here’s the conclusion:

‘Wah, I’m a baby hero. Where should I go?’

***

The building was overflowing with people.

Packed to the brim, it was as if a shaken soda bottle had its cap popped open and was now spilling everywhere.

This crowded place clearly had a good reason to be this bustling.

Warfare Mark.

This was none other than the e-sports arena dedicated to Soul Warfare Champions League Korea (SCK), built by Trom Games at Grand Seoul in Jongno.

In the world of Soul Warfare e-sports, South Korea’s prestige was as strong as ever.

It was essentially the number one league—the premier league, you could say.

After all, it held the record for the most Terra Cup wins, attracting the world’s best teams.

To maintain its reputation as the next-generation e-sports powerhouse and premier league, Korea had made a series of bold investments, including this stadium.

Why did I come here? Well, let’s just say Soul Warfare is the closest thing I have to this world right now.

Although calling it a “connection” might be an exaggeration.

I came here aimlessly, but it turned out today’s match was a big one.

‘STK and TK, huh…’

Judging by the lineup and the massive crowd, it seemed their rivalry was alive and well in this game too.

From their legendary matches in Stellar Craft and beyond, this was a rivalry etched in history. 

Of course, it being the opening match also played a role.

If it were a lower-tier team, there wouldn’t have been this kind of turnout.

‘Glad I bought the ticket in advance.’

Watching the crowd fight tooth and nail for tickets, I sipped my coffee leisurely.

The café, perfectly aligned with the gaming theme, had an old-fashioned charm that left a strong impression—like the lingering scent of crayons in the coffee’s aftertaste.

At the same time, I was curious about how much e-sports had evolved during my ten-year absence.

Ah, it’s about time. 

I should head inside.

Suppressing my growing excitement, I stepped into the arena.

The view of the stadium left me momentarily stunned with its overwhelming grandeur.

‘They said they built the entire arena across four floors…’

‘Was it really this massive?’

If someone I knew were here, I’d ask if this wasn’t a bit of an overinvestment.

To avoid blocking the flood of people behind me, I quickly found my designated seat.

Once seated, I had the leisure to take in the stadium.

My heart was pounding like a pump as I admired the view.

At the center of the arena was the stage where the players would compete.

The thick glass booths stood out, and the virtual reality devices were slightly different from the one I used.

My capsule is designed like a bed where you lie down inside, but the devices in the arena seem to be more like chairs for seated access.

Well, having players lie down to game during a match might break the immersion a bit.

The circular seating area surrounding the stage was elevated, making it easier to watch the games.

The highlight was undoubtedly the 270-degree covered screen spanning the entire seating zone, along with a massive overhead screen dominating my entire field of view.

‘Each seating zone has one of these, making it a total of three colossal screens. What a waste of space.’

Or maybe this level of extravagance was only possible because they used a four-story building exclusively for the arena.

Efficiency aside, for the visitors, this spectacle was worth every bit of extravagance.

‘Even the e-sports arena I visited ten years ago wasn’t this grand.’

It was a stark reminder of just how much the world had changed.

Finally, the league’s opening ceremony began.

Decades of experience and advanced technology made for an impressive display of visuals and effects.

What surprised me most was how the sound reverberated throughout the entire arena, resonating with the players’ actions.

The wind and vibrations made me feel as if I were a part of the opening sequence.

‘Is this like 4DX? Immersive content?’

Wow!

As the players appeared during the opening, the crowd erupted into cheers with each introduction.

It was even more impactful than a movie theater.

Virtual reality is remarkable, but this level of immersive presentation in real life was on a whole new level.

‘This makes watching games in person so worthwhile.’

Once the team introductions were over, the players began entering the stage.

I didn’t recognize them, but the crowd’s enthusiastic cheers made it clear they were top-tier players in the SCK league.

STK, in particular, seemed to draw the loudest roars, akin to the cry of a fierce pterodactyl.

Of course, it wasn’t without reason.

STK.

A legendary team with an unparalleled career, the best salaries and benefits in the pro-gaming industry.

And…

“Warden! Warden! Warden!”

“Carry us hard in this match!”

From past e-sports hits like Stellar Craft and Legendary Arena to the current Soul Warfare, this franchise team consistently produced world-class stars.

The thunderous cheers from the mixed-gender crowd filling the arena were well deserved.

Even I, with my limited interest in the league, had heard of Warden countless times.

The current star player of STK, following in the footsteps of past legends like Bukseo and Baker from the same franchise.

Nicknamed “The Catalyst of Chaos” by analysts and “The Incarnation of Kings” by fans.

With growing excitement over how the pros would play, I focused on the screen.

The match began shortly after.

***

Since Da-young was taking a break from streaming, she decided to watch the SCK opening match on Switch Channel.

If anyone asked why she scheduled a break, the reason was somewhat sad.

Broadcasts of this scale are better handled by high-tier streamers; there’s no point in a small-time streamer trying.

This was the SCK opening match, a rivalry game between STK and TK.

With all the audience attention already directed here, no one would tune into her stream anyway.

Even as a small-time streamer, she wanted to avoid the disaster of streaming with zero viewers.

[Soul Warfare fans across the nation, welcome!]

[The SCK Spring Season Opening Match is about to begin!]

Cheers erupted again from the audience at the league’s opening announcement by the industry’s top caster of 30 years.

[How do you see the new Spring Season shaping up?]

[The biggest topic for this season will likely be the patch changes.]

[Soul Warfare’s strategic depth will see even more unexpected plays, I think.]

With the patch and match themes discussed, and the player introductions complete, the game’s pick-and-ban phase began.

[STK’s Warden selects Katana, countered by TK’s Schneider choosing Scimitar.]

[Both weapons were key to some amazing highlight reels last season.]

[However, this patch nerfed both weapon classes.]

[The question is, ‘will they stick to their signature picks or explore other options?’ This will be the match’s key point.]

The casters’ analysis was accompanied by non-stop cheers from the fans.

For some reason, STK seemed to receive louder support.

Well, they were the reigning champions from last season, winning every league and boasting a world-class player lineup.

‘Ah, I’d love to stream an STK match.’

Da-young, a typical fan of powerhouse teams, watched every STK game religiously.

Supporting your favorite team’s matches always feels more special than watching others.

She got up to grab some snacks.

Bringing cola and chips back to her seat, she thought, ‘Sports are best enjoyed with food.’

As if mocking her sentiment, her smartphone buzzed with a notification from a famous streamer she subscribed to.

It must’ve been a live broadcast for this SCK opening match.

Before being summoned to another world, she had also streamed matches like this.

It was a dream that couldn’t be realized now, but maybe someday.

Still…it felt bittersweet.

“Hah…”

A deep sigh escaped, like a heavy brew steeping in her heart.

‘If I’m a hero, can’t my story end happily? Why does it have to be one of those depressing, post-apocalyptic tales?’

As she was lamenting her situation, a mischievous, eerie voice pierced her ears.

“What are you doing, nerd?”

‘What the—’

“You’re just lounging around with the door wide open because your family’s not home. What if you get caught?”


The frog plushie, wearing a filthy grin on its otherwise cute face, ignored her scolding and continued.

“An assassin shouldn’t be worried about being caught. If there’s a witness, you just deal with the witness. Heh heh—Ack!”

“You little—who are you assassinating, huh?! Trying to get yourself killed?”

Grabbing the plushie with the intent to wring it dry, she tossed it straight into the trash bin.



 
  Chapter 7: Your identity is… Part 1


Trom Games Korea’s SCK (Soul Warfare Champions Korea) League official channel.

The chatroom, hosting more participants than most streamer broadcasts, was on the verge of crashing under the pressure of overwhelming activity.

If one had to find a reason to watch the official channel, it was likely due to a sense of inferiority that made watching a streamer’s rebroadcast unappealing.

Suppressing the budding sense of inadequacy in her heart, Dayoung stuffed a snack into her mouth and chewed noisily.

[SB Warden Katana is here.]

[Watch closely, newbies. The katana is pure, classic fantasy.]

[TK loses here, and it’s a trip to the bottom. How do they plan to beat STK this season?]

[This lineup isn’t equipped to counter a katana.]

[Legendary move incoming, lol.]

[It’s over.]

The signature picks of professional gamers always electrify the chatroom.

Warden, a star player, was no exception.

[Ah, Warden has picked the katana—the unique weapon from the ‘Broken Blade’ series. It seems TK isn’t treating the nerfed katana-Warden combo as a threat.]

[And that creates pressure for TK to win this match. If they lose after letting the nerfed katana through, it could deal a serious blow to the players’ morale.]

The reaction from the casters was equally intense.

Warden’s signature weapon was the katana. 

When he chose the specialized “Broken Blade” katana, his hard carries were as routine as breathing.

TK, the team opposing STK, was no pushover. 

After finishing as runners-up last season, they assembled a dream team with the sole aim of defeating STK.

But if Warden had taken the katana pick…

‘The first match might be a bit predictable…’

Even to her, Warden’s gameplay was remarkably unique.

His game sense was on a different level.

It could be described as an instinct for dazzling super plays.

If the line between carrying and throwing was razor-thin, Warden had the skill to blur that line entirely with his sheer talent.

And so, Dayoung couldn’t help but wonder. 

‘If I could freely wield the power of a hero, could I stand in his place?’

***

As the ban-pick phase ended and the casters delved into heated analyses of each team’s strengths, the camera panned to the audience.

It was customary to sweep the crowd briefly during the pre-game lull. 

As the camera moved, a variety of people appeared on the screen.

Some were cosplaying as characters from Soul Warfare’s story mode, others were fans cheering for their teams, and even a few famous pro players from other teams were present.

‘Was it because it was the opening match?’

Just as Dayoung thought about how packed the event seemed—whether in terms of players, audience, or content—the camera stopped at a particular point.

For a moment, the casters and the entire arena fell silent, as if a power outage had cut off all sound.

Normally, when the camera focused on an interesting or unique spectator, the casters would engage with witty remarks.

But the woman on screen now had a serene expression as she watched the match, exuding an otherworldly calm.

Usually, people would react with surprise when they realized they were being filmed. 

However, her movements were composed and remarkably poised, to the point where one might feel tempted to tease her if seated beside her.

Yet, her presence allowed no room for such idle thoughts—she radiated an air of mystery.

Her porcelain-smooth, alabaster skin and hair like molten gold were striking enough, but her eyes, visible through tinted glasses, captured the viewer’s very soul.

As the camera lingered on her, almost excessively, the woman quietly removed her sunglasses.

A pair of sapphire-blue eyes, glowing brightly in the dim audience.

A subtle wave of her hand, as if to gesture for the camera to move on.

Her golden hair swayed like flowing water in rhythm with the movement.

Even Dayoung, who had endured countless battles and hardships in her year as a hero, found herself captivated. 

One could only imagine the effect on others.

“Uh… what?”

The chatroom, mirroring a bullet hell game, erupted into chaos, unleashing an unrelenting barrage of messages.

[Noona! Noona! Noona! Noona! Noona! Noona! Noona! Noona! Noona! Noona! Noona! Noona!]

[This is insane. What’s the cameraman doing? Point it back at Noona already!]

[Who is Noona? SCK’s goddess! Who is Noona? SCK’s goddess!]

[You wish, fanboys!]

[You’re dreaming if you think they’ll show her again!]

[Absolutely not!]

[Blocked!]

[Noona’s elegance is unmatched.]

[Feed me, Noona! Give me life with your beauty!]

“Holy….”

Dayoung sighed in disbelief as the excessive chat rush caused the broadcast to buffer continuously.

The SCK Spring Season Opening Match, meticulously planned by everyone in the industry, began with an absurd outcome—a server crash caused by the chatroom’s overload.

***

Warfare Mark Virtual Reality PC Café.

This facility, tailored for eSports fans watching matches, was part of Warfare Mark’s offerings.

‘Normally, after a match, this place would be bustling with fans attending signings or interviews.’

Choi Hyunsu, an employee here, suppressed a wry smile at the unusual sight.

On a day that should have been lively, the café felt oddly subdued. 

Staff and patrons alike seemed unusually quiet.

The reason, of course, sat tucked away in a corner, immersed in a game.

‘She’s even prettier in person than on stream.’

The cause of the ten-minute broadcast crash during the Soul Warfare League’s opening match.

Perhaps because of her presence, the fans—who usually thronged the meeting zones like frenzied zombies—were unusually docile, akin to a herd of calm cattle under sedation.

It was a rare sight, indeed.

Even with the intense rivalry match between STK and TK—a guarantee for exhilarating gameplay—the atmosphere remained unnaturally focused on the woman.

Of course, a shift in atmosphere didn’t reduce the workload. 

In fact, today felt even busier than usual, or perhaps it was just his imagination.

Hyunsu occasionally glanced over at the woman seated alone, intently focused on her monitor.

To say she wasn’t his type would have been a lie.

Her beauty seemed almost unreal, as though even the most heavily edited model couldn’t achieve her flawless appearance.

Ding~!

The bell at the counter rang—a notification that someone had placed an order.

While tidying up dishes, Hyunsu checked the order, his face brightening as he recognized the requester.

It was a simple order for a can of cola—a refreshingly modest choice.

Breaking through the crowd that had gathered around, Hyunsu finally reached his destination and got a closer look at the woman in front of him.

‘Did she gold-plate her hair or something?’

This wasn’t a quality achievable through dyeing.

Even Hyunsu, who had seen countless foreigners, had never seen such golden hair before.

For a brief moment, he even considered asking for a single strand of her hair, just to satisfy his curiosity.

Of course, that was a ridiculous thought, but who could blame him? Watching her golden locks flow naturally, such whimsical thoughts came unbidden.

“Here’s the cola you ordered.”

Hyunsu made an effort to speak as kindly and professionally as possible.

‘Did she react to the arrival of the cola or to the sound of his voice?’

The slight curl of her lips gave the illusion that she was someone well-versed in playing with a man’s emotions.

“…Thank you.”

Her voice was as elegant and refined as her appearance.

But that was the extent of their interaction.

‘Of course, that’s all there should be.’

After all, they were merely customer and employee. 

Still, a sense of regret lingered.

Hyunsu’s curiosity about what such a radiant woman might be doing led his eyes to drift toward her monitor.

‘What?’

Thankfully, he managed to suppress the sound of surprise in his throat, but his astonishment wasn’t so easily calmed.

‘Master?’

The screen displayed the Soul Warfare website logged into her account.

That golden emblem of wings and a helmet next to her ID—it was the mark of a Master Rank player.

Soul Warfare was an action RPG game with a heavy emphasis on PvP.

Due to the nature of the genre, it was a game that attracted a predominantly male audience.

Like most games of this type, it was also considered more challenging for female players.

Compared to its predecessor, the more mainstream game “Legendary Clash,” the difference was even more pronounced.

In fact, when women played Soul Warfare, they often focused on heavily customized characters, spending hours perfecting the ‘cute and beautiful face of their avatar,’ rather than the gameplay itself.

It was then that her voice interrupted his thoughts.

“Oh, you’re still here. That’s great. I’d like to switch to a VR booth.”

She turned her head from her monitor to make her request, startling Hyunsu into a quick response.

“Ah, yes. Please log in at booth 12.”

“Okay, thanks.”

The woman moved to the VR-exclusive single booth set up at position 12.

‘Is she a streamer?’

Someone with her looks playing Soul Warfare…

His brain naturally jumped to the idea of her being a streamer. 

It wasn’t an unreasonable assumption, considering her familiarity with the game.

If she streamed, every dog and cow out there would probably throw donations at her like fools worshipping their screens.

Good-looking men and women who seemed like content incarnate were welcomed everywhere, after all.

She could easily rise to become a major streamer—or even beyond that.

“Hyunsu! Order for table 43!”

“Coming!”

The manager’s voice from the counter broke his train of thought. 

Hyunsu reluctantly left his spot but couldn’t help sneaking a glance back.

Her character wore a helmet, so he couldn’t confirm it, but he couldn’t help but wonder, ‘Did she scan her own face to customize the character’s skin?’

The thought of what kind of character could emerge if someone modeled it after her looks danced in his mind.

It was a questionable, borderline creepy thought, but Hyunsu couldn’t help grinning at the amusing idea.

Classic early-stage simp symptoms, no doubt.

***

The game was a nail-biter, but in the end, STK secured a 2:1 victory to close out the set.

“They’re really good.”

Their skill was so impressive that Hyunsu doubted he could keep up even if he reached Challenger Tier and matched against such players in solo queue.

‘This is what it means to be at the top of Challenger, or even a professional.’

Although there was another match coming up, Hyunsu decided he’d already enjoyed enough quality gameplay and left the arena.

Perhaps because everyone was still inside watching, the lobby was quieter now.

As his eyes scanned the empty lobby, his feet naturally led him toward the Warfare Mark PC Café he had noticed earlier.

It felt like the next logical stop.

He carried with him a small curiosity: ‘What’s changed about PC cafés after ten years?’

To sum up his thoughts—PC cafés had changed as much as the landscape itself after a decade.

Modern PC cafés seemed more like family restaurants, with flashy menus that could rival those of professional chefs.

Not only did they have PCs, but they also offered VR equipment, complete with single and group booths ranging from solo rooms to seven-person setups.

It was impressive enough to leave Hyunsu feeling a faint sense of awe.

Still, he only ordered a single can of cola.

***

Returning to her VR booth, the game she had started was now approaching its climax.

Shwoosh!

With her super armor activated, she absorbed the whip’s strike and retaliated with a bold slash, knocking the opponent backward. 

Rather than chasing them down, she finished them off with a clean headshot using her throwable weapon.

‘Why does this have such an FPS vibe to it?’

If she had been using the broken greatsword, she wouldn’t have been able to equip throwable weapons due to the penalties associated with oversized weapons. 

After dealing with the last enemy player and extinguishing the flames of their final objective—a massive bonfire—she secured the second-round victory.

The bold “Victory” displayed on the screen gave her a moment to relax.

It was nearing 9 PM. 

Time to call it a day.

As she logged out of the VR system and left the booth, she froze momentarily at the sight of the crowd waiting for her.

“Wow! That was amazing!”

“Did you play the entire match with just the longsword? That’s not your main weapon, is it?”

“Did you scan your face to make a custom skin?”

“Are you close to Grandmaster Rank now?”

“Why don’t you use dual swords?”

“Have you ever considered going pro?”

“Uh, hold on.”

‘Oh, they were watching through the spectator feed.’

Since VR gameplay in public spaces was broadcast live for safety reasons, her actions had been on display the whole time. 

Only now did it click. 

Had she realized earlier, she wouldn’t have logged into VR.

Gathering her thoughts amidst the barrage of questions, she smiled gently and said, “I’m not considering going pro. I just play casually with whatever—longsword, two-handers, you name it.”

“But why hide your ID? And why wear the helmet?”

‘Ah, these guys.’

Her decision to hide her ID and wear a helmet seemed to have been the right one. 

Had she not, the situation would’ve been twice as overwhelming.

“Ah, I just don’t feel comfortable revealing that.”

“I’m in Diamond and trying to climb to Master Rank. Can you share your build or setup?”

“There’s nothing special about my build. It’s just a straightforward focus on agility.”

Yet… the incessant chatter made them seem like sparrows clamoring for food. Except these weren’t tiny, adorable sparrows—they were excitable young gamers and Soul Warfare enthusiasts.

Feeling increasingly overwhelmed by the growing attention, she decided it was time to make her exit.

“Phew…”

With a quiet sigh of relief, she paid and quickly left Warfare Mark.

‘If I ever come back to a PC café, I’ll pick a private booth where my gameplay isn’t broadcast.’

If such a place didn’t exist, she’d just stick to playing at home.


As a hero, it felt wrong to completely ignore such attention from others, but even so…

‘Facing a horde of demons might be more comfortable than dealing with this.’

‘Perhaps this, too, was one of the trials and tribulations of being a hero.’

‘Or something like that.’



 
  Chapter 8: Your identity is… Part 2


The sense of fulfillment and satisfaction blossoming in my heart was surely proof of a day well spent.

As I closed the front door and stepped into the brightly lit living room, where the lights turned on automatically like responding to a sensor, I let out a satisfied breath.

The floral fragrance tickling my nose gently relaxed my nerves after a late-night return.

‘Buying all those air fresheners was totally worth it.’

‘Aah, that was really amazing.’

I was so moved that I even considered going to live matches more often in the future.

Compared to the experience ten years ago, it was like night and day.

Watching an E-sports match live stirred a great wave of emotion in my heart.

It was, of course, understandable.

Feeling thoroughly exhilarated from all the excitement, I couldn’t help but let out a chuckle, my elevated spirits apparent in the grin on my face.

‘I guess I need to calm down a bit.’

Undressing, I stepped into the shower room.

As I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror, my reflection briefly passed through my gaze.

Long, flowing golden hair cascading down like melted gold.

Skin so fair and delicate it gave the illusion of being transparent like crystal.

Clear sapphire eyes, with double eyelids framing them like a galaxy, giving off the impression of jewels set in precision.

Exquisite and harmonious facial features.

In Korea, it would be rare to see such prominent traits associated with love: a full chest and well-rounded hips.

Though I was slightly taller than the average woman, my smooth and balanced physique was like a flawlessly sculpted ideal statue.

Out of sheer curiosity, I took a step closer to the mirror, observing my reflection.

Considering life in another world had left no room for such leisure, it made sense, but even after returning to Earth, I hadn’t taken the time to truly recognize or examine myself.

Until now, my self-awareness was limited to just the face reflected in the mirror.

“…Have I ever looked at my entire body like this?”

The mirror in front of me reflected more than just my face—it fully revealed my unclothed form without any embellishment.

If it were any other man, he would probably burn with desire and attempt various tricks.

Or perhaps he wouldn’t dare approach rashly.

“This is amusing.”

Strangely enough, even though I was aware that it was my body, I didn’t feel any lust or other emotions rising within me.

Come to think of it, I’d always been drawn to attractive women whenever I went out, but I don’t recall ever being interested in men.

‘Aah, instead of transforming into a body like this, it would have been much better if I could have a wife who looked like this.’

The stray thoughts lingered.

I put away my idle musings in front of the mirror and began to shower.

As warm water cascaded down, soaking my body, the events of the day bubbled up like the steam filling the room, replaying in my mind.

The countless gazes that followed me at the Warfare Mark.

If someone were to ask if I enjoyed that attention…

‘Yes, I liked it.’

But it’s a different story if it goes beyond glances to something burdensome, like back when I was at a PC café.

While no one blatantly made moves, if our themes or interests even slightly overlapped, the intensity could be overwhelming.

Perhaps it’s best to avoid places like PC cafés, where individual interactions occur, and stick to events like live matches.

Stepping out of the shower, I dressed in a simple t-shirt and pants before slipping into the capsule.

‘At this rate, isn’t my computer just a decoration?’

Since the main space room also supported internet and computer functionality, I rarely found myself sitting in the gaming chair.

But what could I do? This setup was more convenient.

[Welcome to the World of Moses.]

The familiar welcome message from the digital assistant greeted me as I entered the MS room.

Still, when it came to game channels, my body had been conditioned by Switch channels for so long that I instinctively launched the Switch channel without much thought.

[Category: Soul Warfare]

[Current viewers: 1,375,492]

[Live channels: 189]

This was the search result for Soul Warfare in the lobby.

My eyes scanned through the list of currently streaming channels displayed alongside it.

Usually, I wouldn’t hesitate to start with the top-ranking popular streamers.

This time, though, I decided to calmly explore each channel, reviewing the number of followers, titles, and current viewers one by one.

It was like deep-sea exploration in a way.

***

WonGrandmaEatsam / 589 viewers

4DroneCheeseRush / 413 viewers

SiwooStop / 401 viewers

‘Ah, WonGrandma. I think I’ve seen that person before. Were they streaming?’

I considered checking it out, but the nickname debuff was strong enough to deter me, so I continued my deep-sea exploration a bit further.

Scrolling down a couple more times…

“What?”

My eyes caught on a particular channel, and as if on instinct, my scrolling finger froze mid-motion.

HeroForming / 305 viewers

Channel Title: Soul Warfare Ranked Game Challenge

A typical small-scale stream with a dizzying nickname.

My attention was captured by the streamer’s preview, which started playing automatically.

A standard Soul Warfare gaming stream.

The streamer’s appearance, enhanced by camera lighting, had a charm that made me want to join the broadcast and take a closer look.

But…

“Why?”

The moment I tried to tap the screen to enter the broadcast, an inexplicable sense of rejection sprang up as if by instinct.

Just a moment ago, I was curious enough to think about joining, but now it felt too artificial.

This wasn’t some whim of mine. 

There was definitely a subtle, external pressure telling me not to watch this broadcast.

Even as I forced my finger to press down on the screen, my hand hesitated.

‘Ah, I know this feeling.’

I didn’t expect to experience this in this world—or any other, for that matter.

It was truly unimaginable, an overwhelming presence.

This person…

“Is cursed.”

And quite severely at that.

What grudge could they have incurred to end up like this?


	Don’t click it. Just ignore it.

	It’s someone unrelated to you.

	There are more interesting streams out there.

	Don’t waste your time.

	Look away. Just move on.



The malice behind the curse continuously whispered, driving me to stay away from this HeroForming streamer.

“Screw it.”

With a smirk, I strengthened my resolve and firmly tapped on HeroForming’s stream.

***

With a faint crackle of magical sparks in the air, the loading screen disappeared, and I entered HeroForming’s broadcast.

“Ah, welcome! ‘Hero of Light Friede,’ nice to meet you. A new viewer? Welcome!”

Her overly friendly greeting, accompanied by a smile that seemed desperate if one looked closely, welcomed me.

HeroForming.

A woman with a curious aura.

“Ah, welcome! ‘Hero of Light Friede,’ nice to meet you. A new viewer? Welcome!”

Perhaps because of the title “Warrior,” there was an odd sense of kinship that slightly lifted her mood from the very first greeting.

Clearing her throat to calm herself, Da-young steadied her emotions.

New viewers were always welcome.

The sad advantage of being a small streamer was that it was incredibly easy to remember each viewer.

Especially since she had never seen a nickname with “Warrior” in it aside from her own.

The addition of just one viewer seemed insignificant, yet it made her feel an inexplicable surge of energy.

‘Why was that?’

***

“Everyone, how was today’s Soul Warfare opening match? Didn’t it feel like the game got a significant upgrade with the patch?”

[Adding variety to the action beyond the usual RPG mechanics made it more dynamic and visually appealing.]

[Warden was the MVP for keeping katana users in check today.]

[STK came in strong right from the start.]

[You could feel the power gap, couldn’t you?]

“That duel between STK’s Warden and TK’s Schneider was especially amazing. It could easily make it into the top 5 moments. I loved how Warden’s katana pick clashed perfectly with Schneider’s scimitar counter-pick.”

[It’ll definitely make the top 3.]

[Why isn’t Schneider’s back-to-back quadra-kill mentioned?]

[What’s the point of a quadra-kill if you lose the game? Focus on winning!]

Feeling her throat dry, she took a sip of steaming coffee beside her.

It was a bit hot, but letting it swirl in her mouth before swallowing moistened her throat pleasantly.

Scanning the chat briefly, Da-young’s lips curved into a soft smile.

The positive response to the stream, which had been smooth sailing since its start, made her feel nostalgic, as though she’d returned to her early days of streaming.

Revisiting highlights of the players’ actions and analyzing replays was simple content.

It was a challenging attempt for someone without a solid understanding of the game.

But nearing the master rank herself, she had developed a good eye for gameplay and decided to proceed with the review.

As the replay of STK and TK’s match wrapped up, Da-young summarized her thoughts in three key points.

“This season seems to be nerfing small weapons while significantly buffing larger ones. Anything below a zweihander, battle axe, or battle hammer will probably be considered weak. And remember, dual-wielding is a crime, so please refrain.”

[Dual-wielding is BS.]

[Stop bringing katanas and scimitars in dual setups.]

[They’re meant to be broken apart, not dual-wielded.]

[If you really want to dual-wield, try using something broken instead, like your ego.]

Watching the chat, Da-young smoothly transitioned to a new topic.

“Shall we start some ranked games now?”

[“ElectoralCommissionLady” donated 10,000 KRW! Why are you ending the review already? What about the opening match goddess? I want to hear about her too!]

“Oh my! Thank you for the 10,000 KRW donation, ElectoralCommissionLady.”

Just as she was preparing to dive into ranked games, the unexpected donation brought a deeper smile to her face.

As greedy as it might seem, every streamer succumbed to donations.

However, the mention of the opening match goddess piqued her curiosity.

This individual had overshadowed even the players’ super plays during the opening match.

‘A temporary server crash caused by her appearance in the broadcast?’

The topic was too significant to ignore.

“Of course, I was going to mention her. Aren’t you a bit too impatient?”

Raising her arms in a calming gesture, Da-young stirred the chat further, igniting even more chaos.

***

Accessing the Soul Warfare gallery, she found it brimming with discussions about the opening match, despite the late hour.

Navigating cautiously, she clicked on today’s top post and was greeted with several animated clips.

Even on the first viewing, it was jaw-dropping, and revisiting it now didn’t diminish its impact.

‘Even I’d feel intimidated facing this.’

Her beauty transcended gender, captivating anyone who laid eyes on her.

[That’s an insane level of beauty.]

[Who is this?]

[Unbelievable.]

[Upper chat comment, you’re gross.]

[No way.]

[Is this real? No filters or lighting adjustments?]

[Anyone who attended the opening match live?]

[“RiftOfAngrySister” donated 5,000 KRW! Breaking news! The opening match goddess played Soul Warfare at Warfare Mark PC Café. Ranked as Master.”]

“Oh, RiftOfAngrySister—thanks for the 5,000 KRW donation. She’s a Master? Wow.”

[She’s amazing! She’s a Master?]

[Who knew Masters could be this beautiful?]

[“HeroOfLightFriede” donated 1,000,000 KRW!
She played two games with a longsword in Master rank and carried both!”]

“Wow! Thank you, HeroOfLightFriede, for the 1,000,000 KRW donation! I love you, Warrior!”

Shocked by the highest donation she’d received in 100 days, Da-young was overwhelmed.

The chat exploded with excitement, turning the broadcast into an uproar.

The viewer count reached a record-breaking 1,219, the highest since Da-young had returned to streaming after her time away.


[“WannaBeAMagicalGirl” donated 10,000 KRW! Our host seems full of energy today. That’s what I like to see.”]

“Thank you, WannaBeAMagicalGirl. Your donation is much appreciated!”

Da-young smiled brightly, responding to the flow of donations with a series of gestures she had been practicing for such a moment.

Though the viewership wasn’t massive yet, it felt like the beginning of something big.



 
  Chapter 9: LAN Hero


Two days had passed since the end of Hero Forming’s  stream.

If I were to share my thoughts after watching it, her broadcast was entertaining, thanks to what people often call “natural talent.”

Her voice was pleasant, her pronunciation clear, and her ability to keep up with the commentary was top-notch. 

She even had a cute appearance.

Most people who watched her stream probably couldn’t understand why she had fallen to the status of a minor streamer.

Watching Yongsa Dayoung-jiang log in to Soul Warfare after analyzing the opening match, I fell deep into thought.

“Hero Forming, huh…”

That curse was undoubtedly a force from another world, something impossible to encounter on Earth.

She didn’t seem to be from the world I had once visited.

Of course, there wasn’t just one other world out there.

If someone connected to another world is present on Earth, it usually falls into one of two categories.

They’re either a foreigner who crossed over from another world or a human from Earth who was summoned there and later returned.

From what I had observed, this streamer, Hero Forming, was definitely not a foreigner but an Earthling.

“What should I do? Should I try to make contact?”

Even though no one could answer me, I asked myself out loud.

If she was radiating such a strong sense of being cursed, there must be a story behind it.

Moreover, it seemed she wasn’t even aware that she was cursed.

Even so, I hesitated to choose the option of meeting her.

Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad to just leave things as they were.

‘Wouldn’t it be enough to simply support her financially?’

After all, I’d already graduated from being a hero. 

It was time to rest.

“Is that really the right thing to do?”

In the reflection of the mirror in the MS room, my own image stared back at me, asking that same question.

‘Was this really the right thing to do?’

Perhaps it was because I feared this monotonous peace would be disrupted.

Humans are said to be creatures of adaptation, but I knew adaptation didn’t always happen in a positive direction.

This feeling too—perhaps it had adapted in such a way.

Returning to modern Earth, I had surprisingly melted into this world’s tedious peace in such a short time.

“Ha.”

A hollow laugh escaped my lips.

A self-deprecating thought crossed my mind: ‘Had the hero become a pathetic coward?’

‘Would meeting and talking with Hero Forming lead to a good connection or create trouble, leaving only bad blood?’

I had no idea what might happen if I decided to meet this streamer called Hero Forming.

It was for such a trivial reason that I ignored someone in distress.

‘Ah, was I just afraid?’

Worrying that I might invite unnecessary problems was just an excuse.

Slap!

I smacked my cheeks hard with both hands.

The sting burned, making my face flush, but at the same time, it cleared my head.

‘I’m a hero.’

It would’ve been fine if I hadn’t noticed anything, but now that I had, I couldn’t just leave it alone.

Ding!

The sound of an alarm on my smartphone pulled me out of my thoughts.

A pop-up notification informed me that Hero Forming’s stream was starting.

Closing my eyes, I awakened my long-lost senses.

A golden wave enveloped my body, and overwhelming power surged within me—the kind of power capable of protecting the world.

When I opened my eyes, the heroic armor that had remained dormant for days reappeared, wrapping itself around me.

It seemed I’d need to become a hero once more.

***

[Hey, you crazy Light Hero! Stop monopolizing the donation window!]

[What is this;]

[Are you showing off your money, you crazy person?]

[This is insane, insane.]

[Wah, I’m a poor viewer who can’t even afford baby formula.]

[Boing-boing! Who spends 200,000 won on a small stream like this?!]

Amid the sarcastic remarks and swearing filling the chat window, a donation of 100,000 won popped up on the screen.

[HeroOfLightFriede’ donated 100,000 won! The stream is really fun, streamer. Will you play Soul Warfare today as well?]

“Ah, HeroOfLight-nim? Anyway, thank you so much for the donation. It’s making me emotional. Yes, I’m enjoying Soul Warfare and will even try some ranked games soon.”

Hero Forming—Dayoung—was utterly overwhelmed by the flood of donations from HeroOfLight.

The total amount she’d received so far exceeded 2 million won.

Such a significant donation in such a short time was an amount even she hadn’t seen before being summoned to another world.

On streams run by women, donations often came with unpleasant demands.

The richer these donors were, the more likely they’d post shady requests in exchange for their support.

Minor streamers often couldn’t afford to reject viewers, which led to emotional scars from the interactions.

But this person was different.

From start to finish, all of their messages shone like constellations in the sky—pure encouragement and consideration.

No demands, just generosity. 

It was impossible not to see the sincerity behind their actions.

Of course, part of it was also because the donation amount was too large to refuse.

“Well, I think I’ve received more than enough encouragement for today. I’m going to disable the donation feature for a while.”

Too much dominance from one person would eventually lead to problems.

Disabling the donation feature, Dayoung logged into Soul Warfare and declared:

“I’m going to ride the wave of excitement and jump into ranked games. I’ll definitely reach Master rank today!”

[“Definitely today” = Not happening today.]

[LOL]

[Forming gets closer to Master rank, only to lose every other game.]

“That’s not true! Just wait and see—I’ll definitely make it to Master rank today.”

Just as she was about to queue for a match, a light flickered in the corner of her inbox.

‘Who could it be?’

It was the exclusive inbox accessible only to donors who made one-time contributions.

The message was simple:

[“‘HeroOfLightFriede’ has invited you to a party.]

[Message: Hop on the bus.]

[Will you accept? Y/N”]

Dayoung was momentarily stunned by the sudden duo request.

No, it would be more accurate to say she was shocked by the familiar username.

‘HeroOfLightFriede.’

A new viewer who’d joined the stream.

The generous donor who had just made a large contribution.

And someone who carried the same “hero” title as herself.

‘I don’t usually do viewer duos…’

Normally, she would’ve politely declined, but the substantial donation made it hard to refuse.

Quickly pulling herself together, Dayoung checked their ID on the stats site.

‘Master rank? And a 92% win rate…’

The stats were overwhelming, leaving her both nervous and excited. ‘Could this really be okay?’

As someone in Diamond 1, ‘would she be able to keep up with a Master-ranked partner?’

***

[What’s this? Forming in a duo?]

[Is it that guy from earlier?]

[Oh, the partner’s a Master. They could actually work well together.]

[Viewer duo funded by donations? Guess I’m unloading tomorrow.]

[How long has it been since Forming last did a viewer duo?]

[HeroOfLight with a 92% win rate? Insane.]

[Is this a smurf account? Those stats don’t even make sense otherwise.]

[Is Forming actually going to Master rank today?]

The chat exploded with reactions to the sudden party invitation, but the audience seemed optimistic about the unexpected turn of events.

“Right, I’m not in a position to be picky right now.”

Since my return to streaming, I’ve never accepted a duo or friend request from another streamer.

Playing duos with viewers can add a positive element to the broadcast, depending on how it’s managed.

Unpredictable variables like this are always welcome.

When I pressed the accept button, a new figure appeared in the Soul Warfare lobby.

***

[Hero Forming: Huh?]

A silver-white armor lined with golden accents.

A golden cape flowed transparently behind, moving like waves carried by a gentle breeze.

A sleekly designed helmet adorned with a visor that masked the face along its curve.

This was an elegance that radiated a purity capable of saving even the dark, dystopian fantasy world of Soul Warfare.

‘Was such customization even possible?’

Customization, or “cuma,” refers to the ability for players to design their character’s appearance, equipment, and mounts in their own unique style.

In Soul Warfare, players could enhance the default designs of their costumes and gear, excluding weapons, using customization features.

Among these, customizations created by skilled players, often called “pros,” boasted exceptional quality that was hard to describe in words.

The developers even hosted competitions, purchasing the rights to the top-ranked designs to sell them in the store.

However, the equipment I saw before me didn’t seem like something that could be created in reality.

‘Even if I revealed myself as a hero…’

‘Could I radiate such nobility?’

I couldn’t help but feel a twinge of envy as the appearance of “HeroOfLightFriede” surpassed every customization I had seen before, exuding breathtaking beauty.

[Whoa, damn, that’s insane quality.]

[HeroOfLight living up to the name.]

[That’s not even sold in the shop.]

[A masterpiece, truly a masterpiece!]

[Hey, HeroOfLight, are you listening? Sell that customization in the shop, please.]

I wasn’t the only one impressed by the sight.

Looking at the chat reactions, I snapped out of my daze and welcomed them with a smile.

[Hero Forming: Hello! Should I call you Hero?]

[HeroOfLightFriede: Yes, nice to meet you.]

A slightly echoing female voice drifted from her helmet, as though intentionally enhanced.

It was then I noticed her slender physique.

I had been so captivated by her dazzling armor that I missed something so simple.

[Wait, she’s a girl?!]

[That voice is pure bliss. OMG, goddess voice!]

[Forming, your voice is great too, but damn, this is next level.]

[Goddess, please bless us with your words!]

[Ahhhhh, my ears are blessed!]

[Hero Forming: Everyone’s going wild over your voice, HeroOfLight. Your voice is so beautiful.]

Seeing the chat brimming with energy, I gave a playful wink as I spoke.

[Hero Forming: If you turned off the echo setting, the chat might crash entirely!]

[HeroOfLightFriede: You flatter me.]

Her brief, melodic response tickled my ears.

With a voice so lovely, I couldn’t help but wonder what her face looked like beneath that helmet.

Her voice held a power that fired up the imaginations of every viewer, leaving even the most hardened among them curious.

[Hero Forming: Well, everyone’s waiting, so shall we get going?]

[HeroOfLightFriede: Yes.]

As a duo, our party matched quickly.

***

The other teammates in the pick-and-ban phase had decent win rates, and there weren’t any obvious trolls in the mix, which was a relief.

With such a setup, this match needed to go smoothly, and I let out a sigh of relief.

Among the weapons banned were the Princess Twins’ Greatsword, the Lion Knight’s Greatsword, the Giant Hunter’s Battle Axe, and the Mountain Dweller’s Warhammer—twelve weapons in total, including others.

Many overpowered, or near-overpowered, weapons were banned, which was typical for a ranked game.

By the time we reached my pick as the sixth player, all picks were locked in.

And then…

[HeroOfLightFriede: Forming.]

[Hero Forming: Yes, Hero?]

‘Why was she calling me all of a sudden?’

I glanced over and saw HeroOfLight still closely observing the pick screen.

‘Had she already chosen her weapon?’

Her avatar stood motionless, fixated on one weapon in particular…

[HeroOfLightFriede: For this match…]

She finally spoke.

[HeroOfLightFriede: I’ll go with the Broken Greatsword.]

Thud!

The distinctive sound of weapon selection echoed.

The moment HeroOfLight’s final seventh pick—the Broken Greatsword—appeared, the chat exploded.

***

[Shadow123: What, what’s she doing?!]

[Hey, troll! Why are you pulling this crap here?!]

[GenderReversal: That insane player, look at her stats. She’s been running that weapon the entire time.]

[Another lunatic LOL.]

[ZeroTwoMadness: No one’s dodging this game? Crazy, let’s just run with it LOL.]

***

Her troll pick obliterated the team’s mood, as expected.

[Wow, Broken Greatsword. What a joke.]

[You’re using THAT weapon? Might as well fight barehanded! LOL.]

[Where’s my dignity? Return it!]

[HeroOfLight trolling with that pick… Forming, you okay?]

[This Hero is too much. I’m losing it.]

[Not my problem anymore~]

[Yep, this is a 4v5 for sure.]

Her pick sent the chat into complete chaos.


[Hero Forming: Hero?]

I called out to her urgently, but HeroOfLight simply stared ahead, oblivious.

Left speechless by her actions, I could only think:

‘This… is a hero?’



 
  Chapter 10: Hero Collaboration Broadcast


[Hero of Light, Fridae: Forming, just hold the line steadily. Yes, that’s perfect. Let’s keep pushing forward.]

[Hero Forming: Is this really okay? Aren’t we overdoing it?]

[Hero of Light, Fridae: It’s fine. I’ll back you up from behind.]

[Isn’t this the first time Forming has taken on this kind of position? Lol.]

[Forming isn’t the Hero, but a human shield, apparently.]

[Even the enemy archers can’t snipe properly.]

[If you’re holding a giant shield and only guarding, of course, arrows won’t penetrate. They’d need to attack you for over five minutes straight.]

[Normally, a melee weapon would pierce the sides, but geez, Fridae is holding the line behind.]

[Fridae’s sweet moves—rushing in as soon as Forming’s shield durability or stamina reaches the limit—are so cool!]

[Is this all part of some meta-strategy?]

***

It might be a unique feature of collaborative streams through virtual reality.

Not only could the host see the chat, but so could I. 

It was quite an unusual experience.

If we won this game, the excitement would only grow.

Since we happened to team up as a duo, it was convenient that we were heading in the same direction.

Right to the central lane.

In the team battle of Soul Warfare, this was the only area where the frontline soldiers of both teams clashed directly.

At the heart of it all, Forming wielded a weapon combo famous for its balance—a massive shield paired with a moonlight straight sword.

Blocking the endless onslaught of enemies with unyielding guard.

Like tuna biting a tasty bait, a rapier aimed for Forming’s side, while a giant glaive targeted me to cover the enemy’s allies.

If left alone, it would be too much for Forming to handle alone.

‘It feels a little early, but…’

I decided to dive in first.

Activating a dash toward the enemy knight’s glaive, I calculated my rapidly depleting stamina while sensing the arrows coming from a distant enemy archer.

Unlike cautiously measuring distance like when meeting on a detour, this was a more aggressive approach.

Both our team’s archer and theirs were positioning for a shot, making the situation tense.

The glaive didn’t back away, likely planning to hide behind the vanguard if our archer aimed at them.

Not that I couldn’t understand.

After all, I was the one charging forward first.

They only needed to aim for the gaps when I blocked or evaded the rain of arrows.

Whoosh!

‘It’s coming!’

‘Would it truly be heroic to block or dodge the arrow like a coward?’

Matching the timing as the arrow approached my body, I activated a shoulder charge.

Ting!

With a sharp metallic clang, the arrow deflected.

Though my health still took damage, the super armor of the shoulder charge allowed me to close the gap without flinching.

The enemy would undoubtedly make the first move.

As I fully closed the distance, the glaive unleashed a signature horizontal sweep.

The precise arc of the blade, almost grazing its target, revealed the enemy’s persistent intent to exploit the desperate reach of my broken greatsword.

Allowing that strike would chain into tower attacks, leaving me staring at a gray screen.

‘Now’s the time!’

I executed a roll, driving my broken sword into the ground ahead.

Thunk!

With the rough sound of the ground being pierced, I used the hilt as a pivot point.

Utilizing the momentum of my roll, I spun my body like a drifting car.

Though the glaive followed with a delayed swing, the enemy’s exposed back appeared before my eyes first.

Slash!

Amidst the crossing of blades, blood sprayed into the air.

Squelch!

My blade struck first, sinking into the enemy left vulnerable by their misstep.

[Hero of Light, Fridae: Sweet victory.]

“Whoo.”

Confirming the kill mark, I exhaled a breath of relief.

The dive I’d just made was reckless, a choice that could have easily backfired.

But in this type of game, high risks often meant high rewards.

Pushing forward, I shoved the rapier-wielding foe troubling Forming off the map with a decisive blow to their back.

“Gotcha~!”

The rapier-wielder pestering Forming wasn’t exactly the cleanest adversary.

It wasn’t even mid-game yet, but with two enemies absent from their lane, we had to press the advantage.

[Hero of Light, Fridae: Let’s start pushing the lane. Forming, step back for a moment to recover stamina, and let’s finish the remaining two.]

[Hero of Light is a god-tier player!]

[That drift move while showing off those long legs—so cool.]

[Did you see that drift? Fridae is Initial D material.]

[Pulling off stunts like that with a broken greatsword—are we playing Soul Warfare or Soul Circus?]

[That acrobatic move is a masterpiece, teacher.]

[I’m off to practice my moves now. Huff!]

[Don’t even dream of pulling that off in lower ranks. If you try, you’ll just look like you’re doing folk dances in front of the enemy.]

***

Retreating briefly to regroup, I savored the torrent of messages flooding the chat.

The endless stream of praise directed toward me.

The subtle thrill tickled my heart, leaving me craving more.

‘Could this… be my form of ecstasy?’

My musings were interrupted by Forming’s surprised voice as they retreated.

Ah, I wanted to relish the moment a little longer.

[Hero Forming: Whoa, what was that dive just now? You actually pulled it off.]

[Hero of Light, Fridae: I just got lucky.]

[Hero Forming: That glaive was from a grandmaster tier, though. Luck doesn’t explain that.]

[Hero of Light, Fridae: Well, I tried it and it worked.]

[Hero Forming: ……….]

When the rules of the game were followed, strategies aligned, and victories stacked up, the fun reached its peak.

In the virtual reality space where a hero’s might couldn’t shine, Dominating the game as an ordinary person and leading the team to victory delivered an unmatched exhilaration.

And then…

[Hero Forming: Everyone! I’ve reached master rank!]

[Hero of Light is the best hero!]

[A broken greatsword carrying the game—what a rare sight.]

[Three rounds, 54 kills?]

[This is why we need to duo more.]

[Forming has finally reached master rank.]

[Fridae’s skill matches her sweet voice—if only her looks matched, too.]

[A broken greatsword is invincible, and Hero Fridae is a legend.]

[Should we call her the goddess of the opening ceremony? Let’s give her some likes.]

[Our Forming wasn’t just riding a bus, they were on a bomber jet.]

[And that jet was a master-rank bomber jet.]

[Golden Wings Badge]

A badge adorned with radiant golden wings.

It was the proud symbol of Master Rank. 

Dayoung chattered excitedly, unable to contain her joy.

Seeing her delighted expression, Sehee, also known as Hero of Light Fridae, felt the satisfaction of having successfully carried her teammate to victory.

[Hero Forming: Wow, I enjoyed the bus ride. Hero of Light, your skills with that broken greatsword are amazing.]

[Hero of Light Fridae: You did great too, Forming.]

It wasn’t just a compliment. 

Dayoung’s skills were actually commendable.

Sehee wasn’t the type to calmly read the battlefield and give cold, calculated orders.

If anything, her playstyle was closer to chaotic and improvisational, bordering on reckless.

Yet Dayoung perfectly matched her movements and pace.

With skills like that, she would’ve reached Master Rank eventually, even without duoing with Sehee.

[Hero Forming: But is there a reason you use the broken greatsword? With your skills, using something like the Blade of Rebellion or the Wide Edge would let you perform much better.]

[Why even use a weapon like that?]

[Is Fridae going to end up using a branding iron at this rate?]

[A branding iron is still a weapon! Stop discriminating.]

[Excuse me, a branding iron is a stamp.]

[I’ll hold my breath until Fridae uses the Twin Princesses’ Greatsword. Huff!]

[Hero Forming: See? Everyone agrees! I just want to see you fight stylishly with other weapons too!]

In her right hand was a broken sword with more than half its blade missing—a pitiful sight.

[Hero of Light Fridae: No particular reason…]

[Hero Forming: Come on, there must be a reason. I’m really curious.]

Sehee scratched her cheek and answered awkwardly.

“Um… let’s just say I wanted to show that even a weapon like this could shine. It’s more for my personal satisfaction.”

[So it’s Hero of Light Fridae’s ego trip, huh?]

[Even broken swords get pampered by Hero Fridae, huh?]

[I’ll break my own weapon and call it a greatsword!]

[A branding iron is still a weapon!]

Watching the chat’s reactions, Sehee chuckled softly.

[Hero of Light Fridae: Was that too random?]

[Hero Forming: No, it’s actually touching. You’re like a real hero.]

[Hero of Light Fridae: I am a real hero.]

[Hero Forming: Wait, really?]

Sehee’s lips, faintly visible through her visor, curved into a gentle smile.

Like a single flower blooming in the desolate plains of Soul Warfare, she murmured softly.

[Hero of Light Fridae: Yes, I really am a hero.]

***

Momentum is a scary thing.

It pushes you forward relentlessly, toward an unknown future.

After Dayoung achieved Master Rank, the broadcast continued for hours.

Even though it had been a while since the stream started, there were no signs of it ending.

“And now, Hero Collab time! Let’s have a chat with Hero Forming and Hero of Light Fridae!”

Originally, I had planned to just play Soul Warfare together and watch the broadcast casually.

But I’d long since fallen into her rhythm.

[Collab between Fridae and Forming? Hype!]

[Is this what they call Hero Clásico?]

[No, it’s different!]

[Like an Emil Bell replaced with heroes.]

[A viewer interacting with viewers?! Mind-blowing!]

The MS Room was a virtual reality space offering a variety of services for gamers.

One of its features allowed users to invite friends for joint broadcasts.

Now, I was seated in her MS Room, chatting with Hero Forming.

‘A viewer chatting like a streamer, huh…’

Anyone watching might think this was a full-blown collab stream.

Still, I didn’t mind.

If anything, I welcomed it.

Wearing a helmet meant I didn’t feel the pressure of revealing myself offline.

I could just relax and enjoy the conversation.

That’s the essence of “Just Chatting,” isn’t it?

“First question! Did you design your avatar yourself?”

[She nailed the concept.]

[Sis, will you sell that skin?]

“Wow, lots of questions! Yes, I designed it offline myself, and no, I don’t plan on selling it. It’s something I’m personally attached to.”

Apparently, my outfit piqued their curiosity.

Even after answering, questions about my equipment kept coming.

[The cloak’s details are amazing—what’s it made of? I’m studying fashion design, so I’m curious!]

[It’s not just fabric, right? Is it a veil woven with gold threads?]

[If it’s offline-made armor, how much does it weigh?]

[Can you share the manufacturer? The design screams custom craftsmanship.]

“Sorry, but that’s classified. It’s an industry secret.”

“An industry secret? Really?”

Surprised, Forming tilted her head. 

I responded with a knowing smile.

The truth was, my equipment was made of materials that didn’t exist in this world. 

Sharing details would be meaningless.

Now, it was my turn to ask a question.

“Why does your nickname include ‘Hero,’ Forming? It’s unusual for a streamer.”

“Oh, that?”

[Heroes are for Fridae only!]

[A world with two heroes is fine, too.]

After glancing at the chat, she smiled at me.

“Hero, didn’t you say earlier that you’re a real hero?”

“Yes, that’s right.”

“Same here. I’m a hero too. Don’t you think being a hero is something to be proud of?”

Placing both hands over her heart, she spoke with warmth.

“Even if no one acknowledges it, I know what I’ve achieved….”

Leaning on my hand, I listened quietly, feeling a strange itch in my heart.

‘Perhaps….’

Though there was no way to prove it in this virtual reality, her earnest gaze was rare to find.

“I don’t think you’re lying.”

“Hehe, you believe me? Most people don’t.”

As she shyly stuck out her tongue, I instinctively reached out.

Through the metal of my gauntlet, I could almost feel her warmth.

Startled by the gesture, her eyes widened. 

I smiled gently.

“I believe you, Forming. After all, I’m a hero too.”

“Wha…?”

Boing!

If expressions made sounds, hers would be a perfect “boing.”

[Hero! Confirmed chemistry!]

[Is this hinting at sisterly bonds?]

[Fridae’s voice is pure bliss.]

[‘SweatyFan’ donated 50,000 won! Heroes bonding—this calls for a feast!]

“Thank you for the donation, SweatyFan! What’s with this bonding talk, though?”

The message accompanying the donation was one of the most chaotic I’d ever seen.

“Is this stream always like this?”

“No, not really!”

Forming… turned out to be a fun hero to tease.

***

The stream gradually reached its conclusion.

I left the MS Room and resumed watching as a viewer.

“Today was so much fun. This is what happiness feels like.”

[Forming was in high spirits today.]

[It’s nice to see her stream doing well for a change.]

[Let’s have another duo with Fridae next time!]

[Viewers joining the stream—what a rare gem!]

Watching her wrap up, I opened the donation window one last time.

Even though the stream was about to end, I wanted to give her a proper send-off.

Channeling the power of a hero into my fingertips, I clicked.

[‘Hero of Light Fridae’ donated 100,000 won! Host, today’s game was fun. Let’s duo again sometime.]

“Thank you for the donation, Fridae! See you all next time!”

Her bright, beaming smile as she flashed a V-sign was lovely to see.


As the stream ended, I felt the curse weighing her down weaken.

Financial healing with the power of a hero always works.

Without a doubt.

End of Stream



 
  Chapter 11: Accidents come without warning


Accidents always happen at the most unexpected times and in ways you can’t even imagine.

The moment I realized something unusual was happening might have been after I finished an unexpected collaboration stream with Hero Forming and was left alone in the MS Room.

[Warning! The user’s condition has entered a critical state.]

At first, I thought it might be a device malfunction or an issue with the virtual reality responsiveness, so I didn’t take it too seriously.

After all, there was no problem with the sensations I felt in my body.

Since there was no apparent issue, I thought everything would be fine. But…

[Proceeding with forced logout.]

That complacency hit me hard, like a slap to the back of my head.

“What the—?”

Like surfacing from underwater, the connection was severed, and the sensations of reality began to wrap around my body.

As my eyelids lifted, I finally understood what the alert from my electronic assistant was trying to warn me about.

A heavy, throbbing headache and an overwhelming lethargy made me lose all motivation for anything.

Caught off guard by the sudden change in circumstances, I could only respond in one way.

“Ugh, what now?”

Frustration surged within me at this abrupt shift.

If this had happened during the collaboration with Forming, it would have been a serious discourtesy to her.

My body ached, and the pressing headache was enough to drive anyone crazy.

As a hero, I had never experienced this kind of physical state before.

I had to get up and check what was going on…

***

With a hiss, the capsule opened, and I dragged my sore body out.

Only then did I realize what had happened to me.

It wasn’t just the lethargy overwhelming me.

My lower half felt damp, and my pants felt unusually heavy, almost as if they were being pulled downward.

Looking down, an expletive involuntarily escaped my lips.

“Damn it…”

The weight wasn’t just in my condition.

Even my pants were soaked, adding to the oppressive weight.

It was my period.

This had never happened to me before!

During all my time as a hero in another world, I had never experienced anything like this.

“Shit.”

‘Why did it have to happen now, of all times?’

It wasn’t excruciatingly painful, but the peculiar throbbing headache was impossible to ignore, and another curse slipped out.

But I had to clean up the mess first, no matter how annoyed I was.

‘With no one else in this big house to rely on, what choice did I have?’

As a result, I ended up showering three times today.

***

Lying flat on my bed, I stared blankly at the ceiling.

When I glanced at the clock earlier, it was around 3 a.m., but I couldn’t close my eyes.

I had no idea why my period had started now.

It never happened while I was active as a hero in another world.

‘Could it be some sort of rebound effect from returning to my original world?’

Although I had already cleaned up, the discomfort of my heartbeat pounding within my chest made irritation bubble up.

‘Guess I’m not sleeping tonight.’

Not wanting to waste time lying around, I sat in my gaming chair and turned on the computer.

No, that’s not entirely true.

Saying I didn’t want to waste time was just an excuse.

I was clearly trying to avoid reality.

The human mind is peculiar. 

Even knowing that avoiding reality means creating a new one elsewhere, people still do it all the time.

Although my body had changed to that of a woman, I still identified more strongly as a hero than anything else.

But this incident quietly, persistently gnawed at my mind.

***

The calm, restrained hum of the computer filled the room, soothing my nerves slightly.

Feeling a bit more settled, I opened the internet and logged onto YouTube.

I searched for Hero Forming’s channel.

Since I’d decided to collaborate with her, I figured I should at least get a general idea of who she was.

After browsing her channel and watching a few things, I came across an unexpected discovery.

“Huh, what’s this…”

“She’s been doing this for quite a while.”

It seemed like she started streaming back when she was still a student, over a year ago.

Clicking through a few more times, I noticed that compared to her current dismal subscriber count, her old videos had decent viewership.

On average, her videos had about 50,000 views each. 

Not enough to be considered a corporate-level streamer, but certainly a solid following.

Then, her uploads stopped.

Without any notice, she disappeared completely.

She came back two years later—about six months ago.

But how could a streamer lose tens of thousands of subscribers so suddenly after returning? It was just bizarre.

‘This is too irregular…’

And yet, she kept streaming through all this?

To have a mental fortitude like that—it must be made of titanium.

Curious to learn more, I accessed World Tree Wiki and searched for Hero Forming.

As I expected from her subscriber count, she had a dedicated personal page.

Her broadcasting history, content, memes, side stories, and so on…

‘Her original nickname was [Forming].’

Without the “Hero” attached.

Back then, she was a high school girl streamer, famous for her entertaining and lively broadcasts, whether it was gaming or chatting.

Two years of hiatus.

She vanished without a trace, like a runaway ninja, only to reappear six months ago with a new identity: Hero Forming.

“She returns after two years of inactivity and claims to be a hero? Hmm.”

Considering the curse surrounding Hero Forming, doesn’t it make you wonder about a lot of things?

Hero Forming is…

“She really seems like a genuine hero.”

Just like me—a hero who had returned from another world.

***

“Alright! That’s it for today’s quota!”

Throwing my mouse aside, I basked in the liberation of being done with work.

Even after the stream ends, a streamer’s work isn’t over.

You still have to upload the day’s broadcast to your YouTube channel.

Of course, simply uploading the entire broadcast would be foolish.

Extracting the highlights, carefully crafting the editing and presentation—that’s where the real effort goes.

“Good work, Dayoung.”

Ignoring the chirping encouragement of the flying Pepe, I stretched to ease my stiffened body, a smile forming on my lips.

The video I stayed up all night editing turned out to be of quite decent quality.

This broadcast was packed with substantial content, both in length and substance. 

Surely, the YouTube channel would get a good response.

“In the past, I would’ve hired an editor. Self-sufficiency sure is tough, don’t you think?”

“Heh, isn’t this the fate of a small-time streamer?”

Even as a fallen hero, perhaps my title still carried weight.

At first, it was tough and challenging, but just as a hero overcomes trials, I’ve now become somewhat adept at video editing and production.

One could call it remarkable growth.

“Still, today’s broadcast went well, so let’s ride this momentum and aim for a comeback as a top-tier streamer.”

If only Pepe would drop that irritating tone of his.

Shooting a sharp glance at the floating frog plushie—my contracted partner who had made me a hero—I said, “Can we please go back to basics? We’re supposed to be a hero duo, so why are you talking like that?”

“‘We’? Who’s ‘we’?”

“Never mind. Look at this.”

She pointed at the screen, which displayed the day’s viewer statistics.

Compared to yesterday’s broadcast, the number of viewers had clearly risen along a steep curve.

Moreover, the increase in subscribers and notification settings suggested today was a lucky day.

“We surpassed 1,000 viewers today. That’s more than double compared to yesterday.”

“Used up all your luck, huh?”

“Luck? No way! This is just the beginning.”

Though I retorted hotly, today’s broadcast indeed had a different vibe than usual.

‘Something definitely changed.’

It was just a regular gaming broadcast, ‘but could there have been another reason?’

If I could figure out the cause, it might open the path to escaping obscurity.

Mulling it over, I reached a conclusion and turned to Pepe, who was buzzing around annoyingly.

“Pepe, what did you think of today’s broadcast?”

“What’s with the sudden question, Dayoung?”

“I mean, today’s stream stood out more than usual. Compared to past broadcasts, do you think there was anything different? I’m curious about your thoughts.”

Ah, so that’s what she meant.

With a sly grin, he spoke mischievously.

“Heh, do you really think your stream’s success is all your doing? That’s ridiculous.”

“What… What are you saying, you annoying frog…?”

“Are you blind? It’s obviously thanks to that ‘Light Hero Friede.’ Don’t you see it?”

“Yeah… I figured.”

Though Pepe’s crude expression annoyed me, he hit the nail on the head, leaving me speechless.

The broadcast content wasn’t particularly different from usual.

The real reason had to be that user, “Hero of Light Friede.”

‘Her voice was amazing.’

Even someone like me, who had watched countless female streamers, couldn’t help but be impressed by her voice.

‘How does a voice like that even exist?’

Not to mention her premium skin and excellent gameplay skills.

‘She’s at Master rank now, but she’ll surely climb to Challenger soon. That woman…’

Though I couldn’t see her face because of her helmet, my intuition—honed through years of streaming—was screaming.

This woman could succeed as a streamer.

Fortunately, even after scouring the community, I found no broadcasts or connections related to Hero of Light Friede.

A true untapped gold mine. 

If I was the first to discover her, there was only one thing to do.

“I’ve got it.”

Before anyone else could snatch her up, I had to…

“Recruit her.”

I had to obtain formal permission and start digging for gold.

“Are you really planning to corrupt a perfectly normal woman into a streamer?”

“Yep. I definitely see her potential. Once she debuts, she could become a top-tier streamer.”

She wouldn’t even need to show her face.

If risks were a concern, she could maintain her mystique by keeping the helmet and running with a mysterious concept.

Given the male-dominated game Soul Warfare, her potential could shake up the industry.

With my decision made, I grew eager.

“I’ll invite her to the next stream.”

Since we were already friends in the game, I sent her a message through the linked app, keeping it as polite as possible.

[Hero Forming: Hello, Friede. This is Forming from yesterday’s stream.]

[Sorry to contact you at such an early hour.]

[I wanted to talk to you about joining the next broadcast. Would you be able to meet in the MS Room this afternoon?]

Pepe, reading the invitation over my shoulder, smirked cynically.

“Heh, Dayoung the parasite. Sucking every last drop from the marrow, huh?”

“You annoying little frog, should I boil you slowly?”

“Whoa, whoa. Who’d believe you’re a hero and not a demon lord?”

Ignoring the snickering plushie, I contemplated what kind of broadcast I could create with Hero of Light Friede.

‘Maybe I could start with a recap of the SCK League before the stream?’

‘Should I email now to see if I could still apply for broadcasting rights?’

Yeah, that sounded like a good idea.

Digging through my stored content data on my smartphone, I started planning the schedule and structure for the broadcast.

A Soul Warfare duo ranked match challenge to Grandmaster tier could be exciting, like a “play till you win” program.

Once the channel gained traction, maybe I could cycle in classic games or even horror games.

‘Would she like fighting games like FOK 98?’

Pepe, watching me excitedly plan for someone who hadn’t even agreed yet, sighed and shook his head in disbelief.

Then it happened.

Ding!

An email notification drew my attention.

“What’s this?”

“Heh, could it be a reply already?”

No way, that couldn’t be.

While dismissing the idea internally, I clicked on the email out of curiosity. 

My eyes widened slightly.

[Hero of Light Friede: Sure.]

Just three words. But as I carefully reread the email, I clenched my fist.

“Yes!”

‘Good news comes in waves, doesn’t it?’

Even though all my promotional efforts had fallen flat before, this felt like a breakthrough.

Of course, there was no guarantee she’d join the stream.

But for someone like me, who was used to being ignored, just getting a response was a huge win.

Seeing my exuberant celebration, Pepe had a nagging feeling of foreboding.

But…

‘It’ll work out.’

Looking at Dayoung’s joyful expression, he didn’t want to dampen her spirits with unnecessary comments.

Shaking his head, he buried his unease deep within.

As a hero who had defeated the Demon Lord, she deserved her rewards.

“Heh, top-tier streamer status, here we come.”


“Ugh, Pepe, shut up already. Stop crossing the line.”

Though I snapped at Pepe’s ominous words, a bright smile lingered on my face.

Amidst the playful banter, neither of us noticed the shadowy figure lurking nearby.

It trembled with dark, vengeful energy before vanishing without a trace.



 
  Chapter 12: The side that gets its nose hooked


Human relationships are truly mysterious.

When hearts connect and time is given, bonds naturally grow closer.

Conversely, even after spending a long time together, a sense of distance can remain, while people who’ve just met might find themselves instantly in sync.

The relationship between Yongsaforming and Dayoung could be seen as resembling this kind of drift-like connection.

Thinking along these lines, the Hero of Light Friede, Sehee, gazed at this shy, adorable guest with a steady look.

Having been invited to Dayoung’s MS Room last time, Sehee felt it was only fair to return the favor this time. 

But it seemed the impact of the invitation was stronger than expected.

Considering they had only met two days ago, idle chatter so early in the morning felt somewhat premature.

Unless it was an impromptu collaboration like last time, if they had made a prior promise, shouldn’t they put their heads together to plan it properly?

Of course, this assumed their conditions aligned.

“Wow! Is this the limited-edition Moses 7+ MS Room? It’s my first time seeing one!”

Dayoung, who had recognized the customizations from the start, nodded in satisfaction, as if confirming her assumptions.

Her plump cheeks looked so tempting that Sehee, holding back the urge to pinch them, recalled their previous collaboration.

Yongsaforming’s MS Room had a vibe… somewhat like a slightly large studio apartment, didn’t it?

“Oh, my! Look at me spacing out. Thank you so much for hosting me, Friede.”

“It’s nothing. But if it’s a collaboration, what do you plan to do?”

“Ah, I was thinking of focusing on Soul Warfare, like last time. Since both you and I are masters, we can aim for Grandmaster level together.”

That was the rough plan for now.

Initially, Sehee had considered suggesting various other ideas.

However, given that they had known each other for less than two days, introducing heavy topics at this stage would feel burdensome.

Later, when their relationship had deepened further, she planned to request other types of content.

As Dayoung outlined her general ideas, Sehee took a moment to catch her breath before continuing with a question.

“If I collaborate with you, what’s in it for me? I’m not a streamer, just a regular viewer.”

Ah, it’s finally here. 

Well, it would’ve been odd if it didn’t come up.

If she hadn’t brought it up, Sehee would’ve initiated the conversation herself.

With topics like these, it’s best to tie them up neatly from the start, or else they can become tiresome later.

The deal she was about to propose was the kind anyone might expect.

In truth, for someone affluent enough to set up an MS Room like this, the deal wouldn’t even make a dent.

So that left only one answer.

‘I’ll have to tug on her heartstrings.’

It’s pitiful, but what choice did she have?

Having fallen to the status of a small-time streamer, this was her only option now.

Suppressing her trembling nerves, Dayoung mustered her courage and began to speak.

“Ah, of course, I’ll share a portion of the revenue with you. Even though I’m just a small-time streamer, collaborating with you has greatly boosted my momentum. If you continue to participate, I’m confident I can achieve better results. That means your share will grow accordingly.”

Although she spoke with as much composure as possible, her eyes betrayed her anxiety.

“Even though I can’t offer as much as big-time streamers, I hope you’ll consider it positively.”

Her moist, pleading eyes resembled those of a toad calling out to Kongjwi, pitiful and earnest.

When one’s misfortunes and hardships are compounded by unfair outcomes, the burden becomes unbearable for anyone.

‘If she originally had the talent to succeed, the sense of loss must be even greater.’

Unbeknownst to her, there were likely traces of a curse lingering nearby, driving her toward misfortune and despair.

As is often the case with these situations, something parasitic must be lurking near Yongsaforming, siphoning away her luck like a leech.

‘To uncover the source of this curse, I’ll need to get closer to Forming.’

And there was one more thing…

A matter not tied to her duty as a hero but to Sehee’s deeply personal motives.

“Actually…”

As Sehee trailed off, Yongsaforming’s eyes widened in anticipation.

Believing herself to be at a pivotal crossroads in escaping her life as a struggling streamer, Forming’s heart began pounding rapidly.

‘Would the next words be approval or rejection?’

“Actually, before I met you, I checked out your YouTube channel. Getting your message piqued my curiosity, or should I say, I wanted to learn more about you.”

“Oh, really? I hope you found it enjoyable.”

“Yes, I didn’t watch everything, but I selected a few. Whether it’s your current broadcasts or…”

Pausing briefly, Sehee locked eyes with Forming and said decisively, “Even the broadcasts you did three years ago.”

“I don’t know what happened during your two-year hiatus, but after watching your content, I made my decision.”

Softening her expression, Sehee smiled gently as she spoke.

“Let’s do it together. Let’s collaborate.”

“Huh?”

“Let’s collaborate. But let’s tweak the conditions a bit. I have two requests. Is that okay?”

***

Unable to contain her trembling excitement, Forming sprang to her feet and exclaimed, “Please, tell me anything! I’ll try my best to accommodate!”

Seeing her huffing like a bull, Sehee waved her hand to calm her down.

Anyone would think she was about to make some grand demand.

“It’s nothing big. The first is… I’d like you to teach me about being a streamer.”

“What?!”

“I’ve been interested in streaming myself. Even with all the information out there, I need someone to guide me directly. And I thought you’d be the perfect fit.”

Sehee’s proposal was clear and firm, showing no hesitation in her voice, as the revised terms were undoubtedly favorable to her as well.

“Being a streamer isn’t just about broadcasting, right? There’s planning, editing, and channel management—lots of details to consider. I’m sure you’re well aware of all that.”

“Of course… I can definitely help you with that.”

“Great. And the second is…”

With a serious expression, Sehee pointed at Forming with her finger.

“I’ll ask for it later. But you have to promise to agree.”

“Huh?”

With a deeper smile, she added, “Don’t worry, I won’t ask for anything strange.”

When Sehee’s pale, slender finger touched her rosy lips, a sense of unease crept over Dayoung, as though she were the one being ensnared.

‘Is this really okay?’

***

[General]

“What is this stream, lol?”

“Yongsaforming? Small-time streamer, but this broadcast is fun.”

“I saw her duoing with that crazy woman, the Beach Warrior.”

“She even massacred monsters in high-rank zones with a broken greatsword, lol.”

ᄂ [Hero of Light is pretty famous in high-rank zones, lol. She wrecks with those troll weapons.]

ᄂ [Wasn’t that area too strong to be trolled with those weapons?]

ᄂ [If you watch the clips, her reaction speed is insane.]

“It’s been a while, Forming. I didn’t realize you were back! Heueung!”

[Is this really Forming?]

“Yup, yup! She used to have so many viewers. What happened that caused her to fall? The two-year break with no announcement was a critical blow, wasn’t it?”

[Why did she stop streaming when she had so many viewers?]

“Who knows? Lol.”

“Ahaha, no matter what, going silent for two years without notice was crossing the line.”

“I wanted to watch her streams back then, but for some reason, I couldn’t get into them. Is she popular now?”

[Wait, you too?]

“The guest appearance was a massive hit, and now she’s rowing as hard as she can to ride the wave.”

[What wave is there to ride, lol?]

“The Hero of Light’s voice… Heueung uwu.”

“Forming is adorable too.”

[An elegant elder sister and a cute little sister duo… This is a rare treat.]

[You’re nuts, lolol.]

[Crazy bastard, lololol.]

[We’ve collectively agreed to call people like this insane.]

***

[General Chat]

[Warning: Dizziness ahead! Experience the Hero of Light’s insane POV!]

“At first, I thought she was some bug trying to grab attention with a broken greatsword, but nope.

After Forming died, the perspective shifted to the Hero of Light’s first-person view. You’ve got to watch it.

It’s like sprinting at full speed while riding a bike—absolutely wild.”

[SB: The screen is making me so dizzy. Is this that Newtype thing or whatever?]

[Newtype? What kind of old-timer slang is that, lol?]

[SB: With skills like that, she could be a pilot. The multitasking is insane.]

“Forget being a pilot; she’d make a killing as a delivery driver, lol.”

[What was that move at 1:20? How did she block and counter a sneak attack to the back of her head without seeing it?]

[If I knew, my rank wouldn’t be where it is, lol.]

“Exactly, SB, that’s why I called her a Newtype.”

[The White Devil of Soul Warfare, DD.]

***

“Looking at her stats, she’s got a win rate of over 90%, with 18 wins in her last 20 matches.

She’s not just a gimmick player with a broken greatsword—she’s insanely skilled.”

[It seems like a concept she’s running with, but if you give her any other OP weapon, it’d be game over.]

“I’d actually like to see that.”

“She’s basically playing a completely different game solo.”

The response wasn’t bad.

When it comes to interest in streamers, the more, the better—assuming the subject isn’t controversial.

For a streamer like Yongsaforming, who was drowning in a sea of irrelevance, this was like rain during a drought.

Come to think of it… Scanning the Hero’s Outfit turned out to be a smart move.

Apparently, the virtual reality device recognized the Hero’s Outfit as mere clothing, which made it possible.

‘I wanted to present myself properly as a Hero, whether in real life or online, and it seems to have worked.’

Yongsaforming’s stream had been a stagnant pond.

Without new sources of interest, it was bound to remain a lifeless puddle.

The few loyal viewers were struggling to keep it afloat, but it was a textbook example of a small-time streamer going nowhere.

But then, a viewer named “Hero of Light Friede” threw a metaphorical stone into the pond, creating ripples that stirred the waters.

“Hoo…”

A subtle excitement echoed in Sehee’s chest.

After her collaboration with Yongsaforming, she felt she would soon walk the path of a streamer herself.

She had been interested for a while, having mastered the skills necessary, but the first step was always the hardest.

Even though she hadn’t started yet, not even preparing or announcing a broadcast, the thought alone was nerve-wracking.

Ding!

The alert broke her train of thought—it was Yongsaforming’s stream starting.

“Hello~! Good evening, everyone!”

[Hello~!]

[You’re glowing today, teacher.]

[Teeing~ Mom, I almost froze to death outside.]

“Is this really the Forming we knew? My chest swells with pride.”

[Did she lose her small-time status already?]

[Look at the chat! So many people here now.]

[Forming is on the rise!]

[Is today’s broadcast special? Important announcements?]

Dayoung, who had just greeted the stream and saw the bustling chat, blinked in surprise.

The current viewer count was 1,780. Just three days ago, breaking 500 was a challenge.

‘Is this the power of a Hero?’

“Ah, the weather was so nice today! On days like this, you should be outside enjoying yourself, not stuck in a stream.”

[You’re ditching us? Who are you going with? You’re ditching us? Who are you going with? You’re ditching us? Who are you going with?]

“Forming wouldn’t abandon us, right? That would hurt me a little…”

[Welcome the newcomers!]

[Not a Dullahan. She’s lovely.]

[Don’t forget your loyal fans from the small-time days.]

[What’s this stream? The host is adorable.]

***

“But I, Yongsaforming, couldn’t leave my beloved viewers to ascend to paradise alone.

So here I am, starting the stream. And… big news!”

Dayoung paused dramatically, her lips curling into a mischievous smile.

It wasn’t a lack of words—it was deliberate suspense to keep her audience hanging.

Naturally, the chat exploded like a boiling pot overflowing with steam.

[Thump thump thump thump thump.]

[Hey, newbies, just watch quietly.]

[Something big is coming… splat.]

[The guy above is nuts, lolol.]

[Announcement? What’s coming?]

[Hey! Tell us already!]

Satisfied that the hype had built enough, Dayoung secretly sent an invite to someone in her friends list to join the MS Room.

When the acceptance was confirmed, a bright light illuminated the room, revealing a new figure.

Those who had seen the previous broadcast would recognize her immediately—the pinnacle of customization, clad in a silver-white armor with a golden cape.

Dayoung spread her arms wide as she welcomed her savior for small-time streamers.


“Ta-da! I’ve invited Hero of Light Friede! Everyone, please give a warm welcome!”

“Hello. I’m Hero of Light Friede.”

As her voice echoed in response to the welcome, the chat froze as if overwhelmed.

Well, how to describe it? It was simultaneously cold and fiery—a response that couldn’t have been better.



 
  Chapter 13: Interest Makes Even Heroes Dance


Soul Warfare, a virtual reality action RPG game, allows motions identical to real-life movements.

Perhaps that’s why there are so many slapstick videos of Soul Warfare on YouTube.

At first, I wondered what all the fuss was about, but who would have thought I’d also end up tangled in its web?

Whoosh!

A piercing sound cuts through the air as a projectile approaches.

Twisting my head, I dodge the thrusting spear and leap upward like a coiled spring.

[Hero of Light, Friede: Kiyoooot!]

With an echoing and bizarre yell, I shout.

In an inverted position with my head down and my body and legs pointing upward, my spinning motion resembles a coiled spring rapidly unwinding.

Thwack!

Guided by the rotation of my body and arms, the blade of my broken greatsword slices cleanly through my opponent’s neck.

As the kill mark appears, the chat window erupts with comments, drowning my ears in electronic voices.

[TheString: “Mission accomplished! ‘Shout kiyoooot, jump, and get an aerial kill’ completed! ₩100,000 has been transferred!”]

[That’s totally Super Mario, that thing lol]

[Jumping and scoring kills mid-air is the ultimate move!]

[Stop suggesting weird missions, you maniacs!]

[What new mission should we assign next?]

[How about forcing two consecutive falls with Windmill?]

[This is it lol]

Seeing the cheeky banter in the lively chat, I smile in satisfaction.

‘Now, what insane mission awaits me next?’

***

[Hero Forming: “How did you do that just now? Is something like that even possible in the game?”]

[Hero of Light, Friede: “If you keep jumping, you’ll get the hang of it soon.”]

[Hero Forming: “If that worked, everyone would’ve mastered it by now. Just look at the lobby; there are already so many people jumping in place.”]

Her pouty response is endearing. ‘Having a little sister like this would be so much fun.’

[Hero of Light, Friede: “So, any other missions? That one was actually pretty entertaining.”]

[Hero Forming: “You’re crazy. If anyone saw this, they’d think you’re addicted to missions.”]

[Hero of Light, Friede: “Forming, one must prepare for their future, you know.”]

[Lololol]

[Did Forming just get roasted?]

[Heroes are supposed to take on quests, after all!]

[Quests are like, ‘Hey, go clean up that mess over there.’]

[Friede-sis, shall we suggest your next mission?]

[Take care of Forming too!]

[Hero Bibimbap: “Mission! As a Hero duo, target one enemy player and force two consecutive falls with Windmill! Reward: ₩700,000!”]

***

The chaotic nicknames in the chat seem to be a trademark of this channel—or perhaps it’s just typical of female-streamer gaming channels.

Regardless, the mission now falls on Forming.

In this game, physical techniques can be adapted for unconventional maneuvers.

At lower tiers, people generally imagine this as equipping knuckle-type weapons and punching.

However, if you make a specific part of the enemy bleed or exhaust their stamina, you can collapse their stance or shove them based on your movements.

That said, this style isn’t commonly favored.

The game revolves around wielding melee weapons, and the combat skills associated with each weapon usually don’t leave room for grapples or physical techniques.

Still, as players climb the ranks, unconventional strategies—like aiming for falls—become a rare but possible tactic.

‘Or if there’s a significant skill gap between the players.’

Even knowing this, they want us to force falls with Windmill? What a shameless mission.

‘Well, it’s not impossible….’

‘Would tripping the enemy by spinning my legs count as a valid move?’

Licking my lips, I tilt my head to the side.

Forming’s expression of bewilderment at the mission catches my eye.

‘Why does she look so flustered?’

Gently nudging Forming’s shoulder, I encourage her.

[Hero of Light, Friede: “Look at this! A mission tailored just for you, Forming!”]

[Hero Forming: “What? I’ve never played with Windmill before, and now you want me to do this?”]

[Hero of Light, Friede: “For a Hero, pulling off two consecutive Windmill falls is a basic skill set, don’t you think?”]

[Hero Forming: “What kind of basic skill set is that? If I knew this would happen, I wouldn’t have started!”]

[Hero of Light, Friede: “It’s a big reward to pass up on. Come on, let’s give it a try in style!”]

[Shockingly! Hero Forming gives up on being a Hero….]

[If you can’t overcome trials, what are you as a Hero? Just a failure.]

[Heroes are people too, you know. Show some mercy.]

[Tormenting Heroes is the universal rule.]

[Viewers = Deities]

[There’s no shortage of Deities who got their heads smashed for tormenting Heroes.]

[Go Forming! You got this!]

[Friede-sis, you’re so adorable, hahaha.]

***

Things are heating up, and the game is far from over.

As I was hunting useful objects along an alternate route, I spotted two enemies rushing toward us.

Two players—just the right number to match us.

One of them, in heavy armor, was wielding a giant scythe and a smaller scythe in dual wield. 

The other, a bald guy, had knuckles equipped on both hands and clenched his fists tightly.

As for us, I carried my usual broken greatsword, part of the oversized sword category, while Forming used a weapon from the small sword category called the “Crow Wing Rapier.”

Observing the approaching pair, I quickly decided on a target.

The victim for the consecutive falls would be….

‘The giant scythe wielder.’

I’m confident Forming’s rapid attack capabilities with her rapier would be sufficient to complete the mission against the scythe user.

[Hero of Light, Friede: “Surely you’re not planning to lose like this, are you, Forming?”]

[Hero Forming: “Ugh! Still, this is a bit much….”]

[“Hero of Light, Friede: Move forward, Hero Forming! Overcome the trials as a hero.”]

I lightly pushed Forming’s shoulder, urging her to act as she hesitated over the mission.

At this point, what good would it do to back out? The mission was assigned, and the mood demanded action.

Eventually, Forming, with a look of determination, let out a battle cry and dashed forward.

But Forming… does she even know how to perform the Windmill?

***

The opponent, wielding dual scythes, dodged and dashed forward.

As they drew the enemy in, they swung the smaller scythe attached to their left hand toward Forming’s chest.

Behind them, the blade of the large scythe gleamed menacingly, while the smaller scythe blocked the frontal path, aiming for their opponent’s blood.

It was an inescapable encirclement, with no room to slip through from any direction.

This maneuver was only possible because of the unique dual-wielding nature of the scythe.

Due to such characteristics, users often described the “Large Scythe of Bride” as a trap among the scythe weapon category.

But do they know? Powerful beasts tend to destroy even what appears to be the most flawless trap.

***

Blood boiled within me.

I sharpened my focus until it felt as if the veins in my brain would burst.

Even then, I couldn’t fully read the trajectory of the attack.

The smaller scythe, meant to pierce the chest, harmlessly cut through empty air.

Meanwhile, a dull impact traveled through the enemy’s legs.

And then…

Thud!

A blade stabbed twice in quick succession before being withdrawn.

“Hey!”

The enemy’s movements seemed to vanish from sight.

Thinking they had merely paused momentarily, I chased after them, but by the time I caught up, my health had already dwindled, and both legs were injured.

Warnings about the stacking bleed effect echoed relentlessly.

As I looked down, I saw the knight lying on the ground as if they had slid into position.

With a broken blade already stained with blood, they had severed both of my legs.

Reaching the breaking point of injury and stamina depletion, I was consumed by a sense of helplessness. 

I could do nothing but stand there—a scarecrow stripped of all strength.

Through the exposed visor of my helmet, I saw the knight stick out their red tongue, taunting me with a mocking gesture.

“That damn…!”

I wanted to hurl every curse I could think of, but it seemed my opponent had no reason to indulge in such distractions.

The knight, still lying on the ground, spun their body and sent my incapacitated figure flying toward the abyss.

“Damn it, what even was that?”

***

After finishing Soul Warfare and returning to the MS room, the man cursed.

His face was red with anger, his lips bitten as if he were trying to hold back an explosion of emotions.

The man’s name was Park Suho, a streamer specializing in Soul Warfare.

Despite fluctuations during holidays, his average viewership was around 10,000—a gatekeeper figure among top-tier streamers.

The concept of today’s broadcast was to bring his alternate account to the same Grandmaster tier as his main account.

However, he had encountered a strange duo claiming to be “heroes” and suffered a crushing defeat.

Frustrated, he had exited Soul Warfare and checked the chat.

As expected, the reaction was less than pleasant.

***

[Falling like that, you should’ve shouted ‘MUYAHO!’]

[Presenting the late player’s spectacular movie: Getting smashed and falling twice with Windmill.]

[LOL, you seriously died like that?]

[Were those two a duo? Their IDs are perfectly hero-themed—utterly unsubtle.]

[So a Grandmaster-tier player on an alternate account got humiliated? Feels bad, doesn’t it?]

[That Hero of Light guy’s skin looks awesome.]

[OMG, feed the noob some elegance.]

***

“Ah, shit!”

Bang!

Angrily, Suho slammed his desk and swiftly kicked out a few trolls wreaking havoc in his chatroom.

It was pure venting—after all, there was no real physical sensation in virtual reality.

Still, in all his experience playing Soul Warfare, he had never witnessed or experienced such humiliation—two consecutive falls via Windmill.

***

[The host is pissed! Abort mission!]

[Getting slapped and taking it out on us, huh?]

[Shhh, don’t provoke him anymore!]

[That banhammer swings sharp today.]

***

The viewers, sensing an opportunity, mercilessly teased him.

Suho wasn’t furious simply because he had been mocked or that he had vented in the MS room.

It was because the skill level of that hero duo was undeniable, regardless of their hero-themed IDs, skins, or gameplay concepts.

Especially “Hero of Light, Friede”—clearly a weeb. 

Their skill was enough to leave even a Grandmaster like Suho speechless.

Not only had Suho suffered two consecutive Windmill falls, but he had also been thoroughly toyed with afterward.

He hadn’t landed a single kill.

‘Is this some kind of gaming fantasy novel stream?’

Even as a self-proclaimed Grandmaster—a so-called challenger gatekeeper—he couldn’t deny the sheer disparity.

This wasn’t the first time, but being humiliated twice, and then finally with a “broken greatsword,” was a bitter pill to swallow.

As he reflected on the game, doubts crept in.

Had those two fought fairly, relying solely on skill? Or was there something more?

***

[Checking their records, that “Hero of Light, Friede” guy seems suspicious.]

[Right? He’s been playing with just a broken greatsword and has a win rate above 90%.]

[If they were a pro, maybe, but can a regular player even pull that off?]

[I didn’t want to say it earlier, but their reaction speed was kinda off.]

[Is this another one of those Chinese hackers? Remember the sensitivity hacks?]

“Let me review the game footage. I can’t wrap my head around this just yet. After reviewing the replay, we’ll figure it out.”


As the unsettling vibe in the chatroom lingered, Park Suho swallowed dryly, a thought creeping into his mind:

‘This might actually lead to something interesting.’

Hero of Light, Friede. A player boasting a 90% win rate in Master rank with a broken greatsword.

Whether they were a transcendent gamer or a conniving cheater, the results would reveal the truth.



 
  Chapter 14: Fire!


The Soul Warfare community was bustling with excitement due to the emergence of a new rising player.

As time passed, the opening of the SCK Spring League devolved into a uniform topic of discussion, while incidents involving certain streamers had long plunged the community into a sense of monotony.

For the troublemakers in this community, a perfect source of entertainment had emerged.

The subject was a player known as “Friedé,” or “Hero of Light Friedé,” who had appeared like a comet with a unique concept and a high win rate.

She was assigned a variety of attributes.

Her character customization boasted such high quality that it was arguably the best knight cosplay in all of Soul Warfare.

With a broken greatsword, which ranked among the worst weapons in the game, she maintained over a 90% win rate at the Master rank.

And she was a female player who hadn’t revealed her face.

Individually, none of these elements were particularly remarkable.

But, when pieced together like a mosaic, these factors created an unparalleled impact.

It all began on the broadcast of “YongsaForming” [HeroForming], a streamer who had fallen into obscurity.

The word spread through her viewers, and the buzz gradually grew, bolstered by testimonies from players who faced her in the game.

***

[General] Forming and Friedé Hero Duo Situation

“The title says we’re grinding to Grandmaster, but the stream is pure chaos.”

“Now, the viewers are spamming weird hellish missions and cranking up the difficulty like crazy.”

“I’ve never seen someone fall off twice in a row using Windmill. Lololol.”

“What kind of mission did they request for that to happen?”

“So far, I’ve seen instant kill aerial decapitations while shouting ‘Kiyooo!’, double Windmill cliff falls, and 20 consecutive parry kills.”

“Lmao just hearing about it is chaotic.”

***

[General] Friedé’s Shocking Announcement!

“So, are you going to clear the quest without claiming the rewards?”

“If you don’t like it, quit being a hero. Lolol.”

“…Yes, sir.”

“Whether collecting dung or screaming ‘Kiyooo!’, you have to do the quest.”

“Quit being a hero? Not a chance! Never! Absolutely not!!!”

“Friedé is such a troll….”

“Forming’s suffering continues….”

***

The no-break broadcast was themed around Forming and Friedé’s journey to Grandmaster rank.

It was a fairly standard setup, with viewers tuning in out of habit.

Ordinarily, the duo’s synergy—Forming’s decent skills and Friedé’s exceptional gameplay—would have ensured a smooth progression to Grandmaster.

But perhaps Friedé disliked predictable developments, or maybe she thought the broadcast was becoming boring.

Before the stream began, she proposed a unique idea.

She asked viewers to provide missions—essentially quests—to make the game more challenging.

As long as the tasks were within the bounds of what could be attempted in-game and didn’t cross any serious lines, she vowed to accept them.

Thus, the stream shifted to a “mission broadcast” format.

***

The mischievous viewers didn’t miss this opportunity, cranking their brains to come up with tasks to mess with Forming and Friedé.

The missions mentioned earlier, like instant kill aerial decapitations, double Windmill cliff falls, and 20 consecutive parry kills, were part of this scheme.

These weren’t simple tasks like dominating lower-ranked players.

Instead, they targeted players of the same tier, and at that—a high rank like Master.

As the collective ingenuity of the audience refined the missions, their difficulty steadily increased.

Everyone watching harbored the same thought.

‘She’ll make a mistake eventually.’

‘This mission is bound to fail.’

After all, penalties disguised as missions imposed significant challenges in a virtual reality action RPG.

Even Forming, who demonstrated decent skills, and Friedé, who achieved legendary feats with a broken greatsword, would inevitably falter.

There was a touch of malice in this—a desire to see the famous players stumble.

***

[General] Breaking News: Forming and Friedé Duo Achieve Legendary Mission!

“Friedé scored a kill while moonwalking.”

“Forming cleared the mission without dying, using a broken greatsword like Friedé.”

“Forming cries under the weight of these cruel missions…”

“At this point, we need to hear Forming’s opinion.”

“I’m more impressed with Forming for keeping up this far.”

“They’re going to ask her to carry with a brand iron next.”

“Yeah, that’s a bit much….”

“She already did that three hours ago.”

“What in the world…”

“Brand iron carry? This is priceless….”

***

[General] “So, idiots, what’s the next mission?”

“Send in proper missions, you morons.”

“Those two women just raked in 400 with these missions.”

“Honestly, I think it’s time to give up.”

“After pulling off a double Windmill cliff kill, that was the moment to quit. Lolol.”

“Anyone trying to catch them slipping with these missions is just embarrassing.”

“Nope. Forming is invincible, and Hero Friedé is a god.”

***

[General] Shocking Incident! Friedé Fails a Mission!

[Image: Frog giving a thumbs up]

Nope, that didn’t happen, you fools!

[Image: Crying frog meme]

“Your expected mission failures? Lololol.”

“Your desired moments of Friedé’s despair? Lololol.”

[Image: Sad frog meme]

“No matter what happens!!!!”

“Never!!!!”

[The frog meme looking like its soul is leaving its body]

“You can’t see this, bro!!!!”

[The frog meme flipping the middle finger with an irritated expression]

“Lololololololololololololololol.”

“LOL, you little sh*t.”

“This trolling is seriously getting on my nerves. LOL.”

“At this point, this is outright gaslighting.”

“Friedé and Forming are the ones who gained, and you fools are the ones who lost. Lololol.”

“Mission rewards: 770 million.”

Every time they cleared a quest—a trial drenched in malice and deviant fun—the reactions began to polarize.

A minority of troublemakers relentlessly pushed for absurd, grotesque missions that tested their limits.

Meanwhile, the majority of viewers found vicarious satisfaction in watching these ridiculous tasks and challenges being cleared.

The regulars of the community and those focusing on Forming’s stream started paying attention to a new aspect of Friedé’s gameplay.

It wasn’t just about her broken greatsword and stellar win rate.

It was her in-game movements.

***

[General] “Damn, Friedé’s gameplay makes me dizzy.”

“I almost threw up watching the in-game footage.”

[High-resolution gif]

“I watched this in real-time, and it’s like my eyes are spinning. It feels like she’s flipping a whale back and forth while moving at lightning speed.”

“The funniest thing is, she doesn’t make a single mistake during all this. Lol.”

“Lololol.”

“But seriously, Friedé’s sensitivity settings seem abnormally fast.”

“Is this some kind of protagonist reflex ability from offline sword art?”

“Lololol.”

“Her reaction speed is insane. Does she just have incredible physical skills? Even Wardens on personal streams aren’t this good.”

“This isn’t the first time people called her crazy. She is something else.”

***

The in-game footage featured Friedé’s first-person view.

For regular players of virtual reality games like Soul Warfare, where such perspectives were common, this should have been mundane.

Yet, even seasoned players felt dizzy watching her gameplay, which was what drew everyone’s attention.

It was as if she had eyes everywhere, quickly catching and countering even the slightest changes.

Her physical reflexes and reactions were so extraordinary that any opponent facing her was utterly overwhelmed, unable to land a single blow.

Her opponents often became fodder for her highlight reels.

By this point, it was clear that Friedé’s skills transcended simple high-rank gameplay; her level was something rarely seen even in the professional scene.

Naturally, people began to wonder about her true identity.

‘Was she a former professional female gamer?’

A seasoned veteran at the Challenger level?

Or perhaps a rising star, a new prodigy of unmatched talent?

Then came a post that struck a starkly different tone than the usual admiration and praise.

***

[General] “It’s obvious—Friedé is using hacks.”

A post targeting Friedé appeared.

This marked the beginning of a new phase for the Soul Warfare community.

The effect of hacks in virtual reality games was similar to speed hacks in traditional PC games—essentially the same thing.

Specifically, it accelerated the user’s perceived speed in the virtual space, making everything and everyone else seem unbearably slow.

It was stealthier and more widespread than conventional hacks for one particular reason:

‘The godlike feeling is addictive.’

Park Suho smirked as he took a drag from his cigarette.

In a fully immersive virtual reality space, every arrow, weapon, and player slowed to a crawl—everything except the user.

During the moments when a speed hack was active, the user felt an unparalleled thrill, as if they were the sole orchestrator of the game.

Having used it himself before, Suho was confident Friedé was a hacker.

His certainty only grew as he checked the stats on his YouTube channel, a pleased smile forming on his lips.

***

[General] “It’s obvious—Friedé is using hacks.”

“There’s no way even a physical-skill-heavy game could have reactions this fast.”

“With her win streak and high rank, the GMs are definitely watching her. I bet my wrist she’ll be banned soon. Get your farewells ready.”

Likes: 82,569 / Dislikes: 3,897

“Do you have proof?”

“There’s a video analysis someone posted (link). Check it out.”

“After watching, it does seem pretty certain.”

“Lolol, no way…”

“Yeah, after watching the video, it’s clear she’s cheating.”

“Seriously, there’s no way a human could react like that in real-time. It doesn’t make sense.”

“So what about Forming?”

The post that lit the flames within the Soul Warfare community contained a link to Suho’s YouTube channel.

The linked video, newly uploaded, bore the title:

“Hero of Light? More like Hacker of Light.”

Views: 414,289

In just one day, the video had gained massive traction.

The buzz around Friedé’s gameplay was undeniable.

But fame and attention are like fire on a dry woodpile.

When managed properly, it warms the hearth through winter.

When mishandled, it burns down the house—and the forest.

Just like now.

***

[General] “If Friedé’s a hacker, Forming can’t escape the blame either.”

“She’s practically riding the waves created by Friedé. Lolol.”

“Honestly, if she hired a hacker, that’s just ridiculous.”

Likes: 36,428 / Dislikes: 2,121

“Maybe Forming pushed her luck too far because her stream was small-time.”

“Lololol. Neutral stance for now.”

“It’s normal for small streamers to overreach a little, lol.”

“Lol, how’s it Forming’s fault? Friedé hasn’t even been proven as a hacker yet.”

“No, there’s no doubt about it. No way anyone can play like that without cheats.”

“Let’s be real—do you think even a top-tier Warden could show reaction speeds like that consistently, for the whole game?”

“If you want to blame someone, blame Friedé. Why are you crucifying Forming for this?”

***

The attention on Friedé twisted into malice, spilling over onto Forming.

It was like dumping a bucket of paint on a blank canvas.

Sure, saying it wasn’t unfair would be a lie, but…


‘This is what happens when you play with hackers.’

Suho smirked.

He had thrown the spark.

Now, it was time to enjoy the inferno.



 
  Chapter 15: Dayoung… I’m screwed


“Great work today, Forming.”

“You too, Friede.”

As the broadcast ended inside the MS room, I felt my body, which had been stiff with tension, slowly relax.

Was Forming feeling the same? It seemed like we understood each other through our shared gaze, encouraging one another.

Exposing myself through broadcasting.

There’s a certain thrill I’ve always desired, but I realized there’s also a subtle pressure to perform even better because it’s a broadcast.

No, thinking about it, that’s only natural.

There’s no way a poorly executed broadcast would attract attention.

The two-day joint stream, in my opinion, was quite a success.

To conclude, both Forming and I were promoted to Grand Master.

The main goal of this joint stream—”King’s Mission Completion”—was achieved.

Considering the favorable outcome, and even factoring in the process, this broadcast could truly be called outstanding.

“Honestly, Friede, you were so greedy. You must have taken on at least 30 missions!”

“If it’s fun, it’s all forgiven.”

“It might have been fun for you, but for me, it felt like I was riding a rollercoaster. I’m just glad we almost succeeded; otherwise, I was worried I’d drop back to Diamond tier.”

“Mission failures don’t directly lead to game losses. You’re jumping to conclusions, Poming. That’s not good.”

Hearing Poming’s playful grumbles, I couldn’t help but smile.

Still, we earned over 4 million won from completing missions.

If the results are good, doesn’t that naturally make the process shine too?

***

“But Friede.”

“Yes?”

As we were wrapping up, Poming cautiously spoke up.

“I’m genuinely curious… Do you play other virtual reality games too?”

“If it’s VR, I only play Soul Warfare. Why?”

“Well, it’s just…”

Trailing off, Poming hesitated before finally speaking while avoiding my gaze.

“It’s hard to believe, you know? Seeing someone do so well with mediocre gear on their first try at Soul Warfare.”

“Hmm….”

“Forgive me for saying this, but sometimes I wonder if the skills you showed…”

“Aren’t actually mine but were aided externally. That’s what you’re thinking, right? Like…”

Resting my chin in thought for a moment, I quickly caught on to what Poming was implying.

“Hacks, for example.”

“…Yeah. Soul Warfare did have a lot of issues with hacks at one point.”

Watching Poming nod apologetically, I returned the gesture to show I understood.

To be fair, I get it.

If I were an outsider with no knowledge of the situation, I might have suspected “Hero Friede” of hacking too.

‘I definitely would have. If I were in their shoes.’

But honestly, I don’t think it’s worth worrying about.

The gameplay I’ve shown so far reflects my own abilities, and I’ve heard enough about hacks in Soul Warfare to be aware.

In other words, I’m confident and innocent.

Plus, I played dozens of matches to get promoted from Master to Grand Master.

If I had been using hacks, wouldn’t the GMs have noticed?

While I don’t know the exact size of the Soul Warfare management team, I believe they would have caught on during the time I played with Poming.

So, I’ve been performing with no reservations, showing my true skills.

“Of course not. Have you ever seen a hack that lasts this long, Forming?”

“…No.”

“As you said, virtual reality hacks are tricky. They can cause severe side effects to the brain.”

I winked with one eye—though the visor of my helmet probably made it invisible—and added:

“If there were any issues, they’d have surfaced back when I was still in the Master rank. What do you think? Do I seem suspicious to you, Forming?”

Poming seemed to calm her worries, nodding in agreement.

It’s common sense that hacks can’t last this long.

She seemed to process that thought and settle her unease.

“Oh, uh… I’m sorry. You just looked so impressive. It’s hard to believe you’re just another player like me.”

“It’s fine. I’d have thought the same. You said you’re taking a break from streaming for three days, right?”

“Yes, I’ve posted a notice since I have some personal matters.”

A brief break, then. I mulled over what to do during that time as I replied.

“Then we’ll both enjoy some refreshment. Make sure to tell me next time you start streaming.”

“Of course. See you next time, Friede.”

And with that, we logged off.

***

Rising from the device, I glanced at the clock. 

The hour hand pointed to 3 AM.

I drew back the curtains and looked out at the view through the window.

“So quiet.”

The whole street seemed to be dreaming, devoid of the usual car noises or lights.

In this tranquil night, I was reminded of how spectacular the scenery can be at any time.

Looking at the silent city that contrasted with the vast view, I found myself reflecting on my streaming activities.

‘Would streaming make me as busy as this broadcast did?’

For two days since the joint stream began, my time was entirely consumed by Soul Warfare.

Well, not every broadcast would involve such demanding mission objectives, I guess.

But still, I realized something about joint streams—they’re a bit different from the solo streaming I imagined.

There’s an unavoidable discomfort, a twinge of pressure in the heart, from involving others and mixing in shared interests.

Maybe that’s why, when playing ranked matches with Poming, I threw myself into the “missions disguised as quests” with such fervor.

It felt suffocating to treat it as work, so I tried to enjoy it in my own way.

And ultimately, it was a success. 

Looking at the list of completed missions made me feel proud.

Then, a sudden thought struck me.

‘Is this work, or is it a hobby?’

The motivation to feed off others’ attention, especially positive emotions.

I chose the path of being a streamer, thinking it would be an easy way to stand out.

Since it’s just personal broadcasting, there’s no need to watch my surroundings. 

I can simply focus on the flow between myself and the viewers.

It’s all under my control, so I thought it would be simple.

But when I get involved with others, like in today’s joint stream, I feel an inexplicable sense of obligation.

“I shouldn’t do joint streams with anyone else after Forming.”

It’d be troublesome if my hobby ends up tagged with exhaustion and fatigue.

With that thought settled, I accessed the Soul Warfare community on my smartphone.

I had noticed before that, regardless of my feelings, the joint stream with Poming had potential.

I was curious to see what stories were circulating now.

‘What were they saying about me, about us?’

Ego-searching is such a dark yet thrilling experience.

Perhaps because I was in a high-rise area, the connection buffered a little.

Looking down at the empty streets below, the wind brushed past my ears like a gentle tickle.

The breeze blowing from the heights felt like the only noise under the nebula-filled night sky.

For a moment, I indulged in the solitude.

***

This three-day streaming break was a very important time for Dayoung.

Even though she was still a small-time streamer, she held onto the hope that she could rise again, as she had before.

She needed to keep fighting relentlessly to achieve her goal.

Normally, after finishing a joint stream, she would stay up all night editing the footage.

But this time was an exception. She couldn’t afford to show herself struggling.

She decided to upload the edited videos to YouTube later.

After a good night’s sleep, Dayoung woke up late in the morning and got ready to go out.

Leaving Bbaebbae behind at home, Dayoung arrived at a place that was hard to miss—a massive building complex.

XX University Hospital.

Currently the largest hospital in South Korea, it is renowned for treating all kinds of illnesses, especially cancer patients.

Dayoung went up to the ward and knocked on the door of Room 402.

“Come in,” said a voice from inside, one that was familiar and precious to Dayoung.

When she opened the door, she saw her mother resting in bed.

“Dayoung, is that you?”

“Yes, Mom. How are you feeling?”

“Same as always. You didn’t have to come all the way here.”

“I don’t come all the time. I had to visit on a day like this. You must get lonely.”

Dayoung pouted at her mother’s words, knowing full well that she was secretly glad to see her.

Although her mother tried not to burden her, Dayoung knew better, and her heart ached even more.

“Are you eating well? Why do you look so thin?”

“I’m taking care of myself. Eating too much doesn’t look good anyway.”

“Do you have side dishes at home? You’re not sick, are you?”

The usual repertoire of questions, but Dayoung didn’t mind her mother’s concerns.

“I’m fine. Take care of yourself, Mom. What did the doctor say?”

Her mother smiled gently.

“The doctor said everything looks fine. That’s a relief.”

“That’s good….”

Dayoung sighed in relief, grateful that her mother’s condition hadn’t worsened.

“How’s the streaming going?”

“It’s okay. Things are looking up lately. Just wait a bit longer, and I’ll cover more of the hospital bills to get you out of here healthy. Just a little longer.”

“There’s nothing for me to wait for. As long as you’re doing well, that’s enough for me.”

‘There it is again.’

What’s the point of only me doing well? The whole family has to thrive.

Feeling a sting in her heart from her mother’s words, Dayoung decided to spend as much time with her as possible.

She wanted her mother’s spirits to stay positive.

After all, this was the least she could do for a mother who had endured so much waiting for her missing daughter, summoned as a hero.

Buzz!

Dayoung’s phone vibrated, but she turned it off instead.

It was probably just spam, anyway—there was no one who would contact her.

***

After spending the rest of the day at the hospital, Dayoung returned home the next day.

She resolved once again to become a successful streamer and help cover her mother’s medical expenses.

Thanks to the momentum from her joint stream with Friede, she decided to aim for Challenger rank next.

The combination of a female streamer and Challenger rank was sure to create a great synergy.

It might also be good to film a segment where Friede teaches her how to prepare for streaming.

Lost in these thoughts, Dayoung opened the door to her house and spoke casually.

“Bbaebbae, I’m home.”

“Huh? Why didn’t you say anything…?”

Frowning, Dayoung headed to her room.

“Hey, Pepe, why aren’t you answering?”

When she opened the door, the sight before her left her speechless.

A frog was trembling in front of the computer screen.

“Pepe?”

At Dayoung’s call, Pepe turned around.

To her surprise, his sinister eyes were filled with tears.

“W-what do we do…?”

Gone was the usual sly gaze that seemed to mock her with ‘You’re back, Dayoung, you little rascal.’

Instead, there was desperation, as if he were reproaching her for not coming sooner.

Dayoung was flustered.

“W-what’s wrong?”

Tears streaming, Bbaebbae barely managed to choke out a response.

“Dayoung… We’re screwed.”

On the computer screen in front of Bbaebbae was the Soul Warfare community.

And the posts were explosive:

[Hot Topic: Is Soul Warfare User Friede Using Hacks?]

[Subheading: A Hero of Light or a Hero of Hacks?]

[Soul Warfare in Crisis! A Hack Undetected by GMs?]

[A New Virtual Reality Hack Emerges—What’s the Truth?]

[Did Forming Really Not Know About Friede’s Hacks? Who’s to Blame?]


“…Hah!”

No wonder things had been going too smoothly until now…

Dayoung could sense it.

They were really screwed.



 
  Chapter 16: Depression OFF


The public opinion was at its worst.

‘Had there ever been a time as a streamer when I was hit with such concentrated criticism?’

“Da-young… Are you okay?”

Even Pepe’s comforting words, now in her usual tone, passed through one ear and out the other. 

My brain, overwhelmed by the sudden crisis, couldn’t filter any information.

When something catastrophic happens, reality often feels distant. 

Right now, no emotions surfaced apart from the blank shock that left me speechless.

The casual thought of “What kind of content should I plan for the next stream?” had long since vanished.

Instead of feeling drained by emotions over this situation, a practical question popped into my mind: ‘What should I do first?’

I looked up and saw the monitor screen, cluttered with numerous posts. 

One caught my eye.

[General] Forming knew about Friedé using hacks all along.

“…Friedé?”

Finally, I snapped out of my daze.

Ah, right. Friedé. What about her?

This issue isn’t mine alone, after all.

‘Is Friedé okay? Should we put our heads together and figure out a solution?’

“Ah…”

Da-young hurriedly sent a message, but Friedé, who usually responded quickly, was unusually quiet today.

When there was no reply even after ten minutes, the looming silence made her feel like the darkness was closing in. 

She almost wished she could close her eyes and escape.

“I’m sorry, Pepe. I’m going to sleep for a bit. Let’s talk later.”

‘Things will look better after I wake up.’

She rationalized her decision, convincing herself that anyone would think this way when things get tough.

Eventually, exhaustion won, and she fell asleep within an hour.

***

She woke up at 7 p.m.

It seemed she had passed out for nine hours, sleeping as though unconscious.

For a streamer, this was the peak time for live streaming.

She got up and looked at her computer without thinking, only to find that nothing had changed.

The hope that everything would reset once she opened her eyes was just a dream.

It might be shameless to have expected the firestorm to burn out quickly, considering how much fuel had been added.

The only relief was that, unlike the escalating situation, Da-young herself felt somewhat calmer.

This was a different version of her compared to earlier when she had collapsed onto the bed in shock.

Sleep doesn’t solve everything, but still…

‘It does help steady my mind.’

Da-young decided to check her phone history first.

It had been quite some time since she sent the message, but there was still no response from Friede.

There wasn’t even a “read” notification—a perfect ghosting.

‘What should I make of Friede’s silence?’

‘No, now isn’t the time to dwell on that.’

If Friedé couldn’t be reached, everything else was meaningless anyway. 

She shelved her doubts for now.

With trembling hands, she began searching online, clicking through links and examining the situation.

Her mouse cursor hovered over a post, and she clicked it without much thought.

The content was predictably harsh, yet she couldn’t help herself.

[General] Disappointed in Forming

I’ve been following her since her glory days before she dropped off… but this is pathetic.

She used to have better judgment than this, even if she’s a has-been now.

Time to switch to someone else.

[Still not unfollowed? You’re a real sucker.]

[Probably the king of simps. Thick broth of tears, lol.]

[Why bother watching a has-been?]

[I actually enjoyed her streams… even when she was a nobody, I kept watching.]

[But this? This is crossing the line.]

[General] Forming’s face, lmao. How does someone like that even become a streamer?

Caked-on makeup, fancy lighting—these days anyone can be a streamer, huh?

When you wipe off your makeup, do it with my spit, lol. Spits

Some of these comments look like they’re from police station regulars.

I’ve archived everything, lol.

Truly, it’s the era of lawsuits.

Each post she scrolled through sent short gasps of pain from her lips.

Her chest hurt as if she’d been physically struck, even though no one had laid a finger on her.

“Da-young, you’re hungry, right? Here, at least eat this.”

Pepe, struggling with her tiny frame, brought over a bowl filled with an assortment of snacks.

Ah, now that she thought about it, she hadn’t eaten.

Someone once said that appetite disappears during a crisis…

Though she hadn’t eaten for quite a while, the snacks Pepe brought didn’t stir her hunger.

“Thank you.”

Out of consideration for her worried partner, she nibbled on a single chocolate cookie.

The sweetness of the chocolate gently softened her parched mouth.

Ah, Friedé was like that too—a bit like this chocolate.

The last time she saw Friedé …

Friedé had firmly stated that she wasn’t using hacks, and Da-young had decided to believe her.

Sure, Friedé had a slight attention-seeking streak, but from what Da-young knew, Friedé wasn’t the type to engage in such mischief.

‘But… does consuming sugar actually lead to more optimistic thoughts?’

She found herself not resenting Friedé despite the lack of contact. 

Instead, she felt an odd sense of amusement at her own willingness to understand Friedé .

‘She must have her reasons for not replying.’

‘She’ll contact me eventually.’

Yes, she chose to believe that. 

And in the meantime, she needed to focus on what she could do.

The priority was to figure out where this issue began and why it exploded.

There must’ve been a trigger somewhere.

“Ah, here it is.”

A post by a YouTuber named SUHO. Da-young recognized him.

He was a popular streamer known for his Grand Master-tier gameplay in Soul Warfare.

That made her wonder.

‘Why would a well-known streamer, averaging 10,000 viewers, feel the need to do something like this?’

‘We don’t even have any real connection.’

Da-young couldn’t understand why SUHO would make a targeted broadcast against Friede.

Whether she liked it or not, the first step was to watch the video. 

Maybe things would become clear after that.

***

[Not a Hero of Light, but a Hero of Hacks]

A provocative title.

The reputation of being a popular streamer with a Challenger-tier ranking lent credibility to such targeted videos.

Given the popularity of the game, the level of attention was staggering.

The video already had over 500,000 views, a testament to the public’s interest in the issue.

As Da-young watched, she began to understand why it was gaining so much traction and why SUHO had targeted Friedé, causing the fallout to reach her as well.

A 2v2 match at a detour point.

The video highlighted how a player equipped with “Friedé’s Great Scythe” repeatedly fell victim to windmill knockbacks from Friedé and Da-young’s gameplay.

‘Ah, so it was that player.’

From the two consecutive windmill knockbacks, Da-young immediately guessed who it was. 

Perhaps they hadn’t recognized her because she was playing with a secondary account.

[Hacks ruining duo matches—Is this what ranked gameplay in Soul Warfare should be?]

The video began with a provocative statement.

Whoever edited the footage had clearly put a lot of effort into it.

“Now, take a look at this section. The reaction speed to my attack is between 0.1 to 0.2 seconds.”

“The response time shown here makes no sense at all.”

“Of course, one might argue that it’s just an insane highlight reel, or that this person has STK Warden-level skills. That’s possible.”

“In this specific match, sure, you might accept that reasoning. But!”

After a dramatic pause, SUHO transitioned the screen to Friedé’s match history.

It displayed an impressive record of 20 consecutive wins, along with replays of key moments from each game. 

As the footage rolled, SUHO launched into another fervent explanation.

“Take a look at Friedé’s record. I couldn’t check every game, but I reviewed replays from the last 20 matches.”

“The reaction speed is the same in every single clip, like a program that outputs predetermined results.”

“If someone consistently demonstrates such flawless mechanics across countless games without any variance, doesn’t that raise questions?”

‘Of course.’

Da-young had suspected that Friedé ’s skills—or the perception of her skills—might stir up controversy.

However, she hadn’t anticipated it would escalate to this degree. 

SUHO’s campaign to sway public opinion was undeniably effective.

Occasionally, some Grand Masters argued that the developers or GMs would have detected the hacks if they existed, but their voices were drowned out in the storm.

***

‘What could Da-young do at this point?’

Even as the flames raged, she found herself paralyzed, unable to take any action.

It wasn’t just the shock of encountering an obstacle on what had seemed like smooth sailing.

More than anything, she knew that making a single misstep here would only drag her deeper into ruin.

“Sigh….”

Despite having slept deeply, the exhaustion pounding in her head drove her further into the chair.

Nearby, Pepe nervously flapped his wings, perched uneasily on the desk.

The sight of the usually confident green frog—who had remained unfazed even in front of the Demon King—fretting over the internet’s backlash brought a small smile to Da-young’s lips.

“Scared?”

“I’m just worried about you, Da-young.”

Watching the anxious Pepe, Da-young responded with a weak smile.

“Right now, nothing I do would matter, Frogman. Taking action would just be like pouring fuel on the fire. The only answer is to wait it out.”

“But still….”

“Once enough time passes, Friedé will get in touch. And once the public calms down, I can explain things appropriately.”

“And if the Hero of Light disappears?”

“Even if I can’t reach Friedé, I’ll find a way to handle it eventually.”

Pepe’s worried eyes turned toward her, prompting a faint laugh from Da-young.

‘Unless Friedé really did use hacks…’

There was no way she would apologize, no matter how much public pressure she faced.

Whatever the controversy, it was still just a targeted broadcast by one YouTuber.

If she apologized now, she would only cement herself as guilty.

Would people forgive her if she admitted wrongdoing? Not a chance…

‘They’d just tear me apart even more.’

So even if she was insulted for being shameless or called pathetic, she wouldn’t allow herself to be branded a criminal.

Moreover, there was one reason she could never compromise.

‘I’m a Hero.’

As a Hero, she had made a vow.

She had committed no crime deserving of such condemnation and malice.

Not alone, nor alongside Friede.

She needed to hold her ground.

***

While Da-young was firming up her resolve, her silent phone suddenly chimed.

Ding★!

Seeing the sender of the long-awaited message, Da-young exclaimed with excitement.

“Finally! I’ve been waiting!”

***

It had been three days since the controversy over the “Hero Duo’s Hack Usage” had erupted, with Friedé and Forming being dragged through the mud.

The drama was beginning to lose its edge, leaving bored troublemakers restless.

Then, a notification popped up on one particular channel, and people flocked to it.

A new video had been uploaded to Hero Forming’s channel.

[Hello. This is the Hero of Light, Friede.]

Even more shocking, the video was a statement from Friedé herself, the central figure in the controversy.

Sitting arrogantly in an extravagant MS Room, Friedé’s appearance felt unfamiliar to those used to seeing her on casual streams.

“Hello, this is the Hero of Light, Friede.”

“I don’t have a YouTube channel, so I uploaded this on Hero Forming’s channel. I apologize for the inconvenience.”

“Oh, by the way, I’ll be starting my own streams soon. Since everyone’s so eager to watch, I might as well throw in some ads while I have your attention…”

Her introduction was so nonchalant, so detached from the surrounding controversy, that it left viewers dumbfounded.

Her demeanor clearly conveyed that she wasn’t affected by the situation in the slightest.

“I was away due to personal matters, and it seems an interesting issue cropped up while I was gone.”

“I’m not sure what evidence SUHO claims to have proving I use hacks—but from what I’ve seen, it’s nothing substantial. Surely, he’s not serious about using that as evidence, is he?”

“Getting tilted over two consecutive windmill knockbacks… I get it, but don’t you think this is a bit much?”

“However, being the generous person I am, I’m willing to give SUHO a chance to prove his point.”

Her next statement landed like a bomb in an already volatile situation.

“Since Soul Warfare has a real-time hack detection system, how about a one-on-one in the arena with a GM present?”

Waving a paper that said “Duel Arena,” Friedé smirked mockingly.

“Of course, I’m not suggesting we do this for nothing.”

“If I lose, and if the GM confirms I used hacks, Forming and I will retire from streaming. Not that I’ve started yet, but, well, it’s the same thing. However!”

She pointed directly at the camera, tossing the “Duel Arena” paper with a flick of her hand.

It fluttered lazily across the screen as if taunting everyone involved in the controversy.

“If SUHO loses, he’ll have to delete his channel.”

“If you want to ruin someone else’s career, you should be prepared to risk your own. You’re not going to chicken out, are you? I’ll be waiting for your response.”

Stepping closer to the camera until only her lips filled the screen, Friedé whispered:

“Scared?”

“Scared?!”

Da-young, who had been watching, was horrified.

She had been told the video would counter SUHO’s accusations, so she hadn’t checked the content before uploading it in a rush.


Now, it was too late to retract it.

That woman…

“Why drag my channel into this?!”

It seemed that this spiral of chaos would continue for a while.



 
  Chapter 17: One step deeper….


[A fight? Count me in!]

“Everyone, gather around! Everyone, gather around! Everyone, gather around!”

“Where’s that filthy smell of Dark Dwarf coming from?”

[Were you forced to buy it or something?]

[Wow, I thought you went silent, but you’re making a flashy comeback.]

[A duel over hack allegations leading to character deletion and channel deletion? I can’t miss this.]

[The time has come!]

“SUHO, can you hear me? Face me according to our laws, or die a coward!”

[Isn’t this what you call a showdown?]

[This isn’t just any showdown. One of them is going to be completely annihilated.]

[This is some Rakshasa-level stuff.]

[Indeed.]

***

[Want to suck on Friede-noona’s lips? Upvote this!]

“She didn’t put on lip gloss, right? Those are her pure, natural lips, right? What do those lips taste like? Cherry? Plum? Or… something else?”

[The biggest problem with democracy is that my vote is worth the same as his.]

[Sobong-ah, your mom believes in you…]

[Indeed.]

[But seriously, looking at her lips, you do get the urge to suck them.]

[As of today, I withdraw all hostilities toward Friede.]

“From now on, we are no longer enemies. Friede and I are now in a relationship of affection. Any attack on Friede will be considered an attack on me.”

[Honestly, even if Friede files a lawsuit, I can’t argue against it.]

[A crossbreed between a buffalo and a black cow. We’ve created a broth beast!]

[What did Friede do to deserve being in a relationship with you?]

[Indeed.]

***

[But is she really not hacking?]

“Would she speak so boldly if she wasn’t? She even mentioned the GMs.”

[Watching Friede’s gameplay so far, you can’t help but think it’s hacks, broth guy.]

[Come on, it’s not like that. Would it even be possible to use hacks in a one-on-one duel with GMs watching?]

[Don’t you know about God-tier hack programs that even fool GMs?]

[Soar’s reputation for having hack paranoia is infamous.]

[Fooling GMs? Hilarious.]

The community’s reaction wasn’t entirely positive.

This controversy over Friede’s alleged hacking was brewing as she steadily rose from obscurity, gaining attention alongside the stream of the steadily climbing Forming.

Up until now, this had been a simple episode of hack-related drama. 

However, when Friede uploaded a video officially challenging her accuser to a duel, the reactions heated up even more.

Her challenge flipped the narrative, which had been leaning toward assumptions of her guilt, and captivated the onlookers.

***

“Is this lunatic peeling oranges in Siberia…?”

A sharp curse escaped.

The YouTuber SUHO (Park Suho), who had been taking shots at Friede and Forming over hacking allegations, smirked while watching Friede’s duel proposal.

Initially, he thought, ‘If she’s really a hacker, then confronting her directly is the way to go.’

‘After all, hackers without their hacks are just average players. So why now, of all times, did doubt begin to creep into him?’

‘What if this goes terribly wrong?’

When things escalate, people often think of the worst-case scenario before envisioning the rewards of success.

He suddenly felt afraid. 

‘Had he made the right move?’

‘No, no way! What have I done wrong?’

‘The opponent is definitely a hacker!’ Even his peers in the same tier and his viewers all agreed, shouting:

“Friede the Light Hero is definitely hacking!”

He had merely… stepped up to take responsibility.

“Why should I be the one getting scared? She’s the one using hacks; she should be scared.”

The mixed feelings of humiliation and inferiority he had endured at the hands of the Hero Duo still burned within him, visible in his eyes.

Suppressing his rising fear, Suho’s eyes gleamed with a newfound greed as he fueled his anger to drown out his anxiety.

“GM monitoring? She’s digging her own grave.”

This could actually work out in his favor.

Previously, during the large-scale hacking outbreak in Soul Warfare, dubbed the “Hack Crisis,” a system was implemented to allow GM monitoring of high-tier players suspected of hacking.

One of those features was the GM-monitored one-on-one duels, like the one Friede proposed.

Since she made her stance public, there was no backing down for her. 

It was her last stand.

‘So she wants to prove her innocence? Fine. Without hacks, she doesn’t stand a chance.’

This was an opportunity for Suho to cement his reputation as a champion of justice and gain further recognition.

Sure, he could lose, but that would only happen if Friede continued using hacks, which would expose her further.

If she didn’t use hacks, it would be a tight match, but Suho believed in his skills. 

After all, he was known as the “Gatekeeper of Challenger” in the Grandmaster tier.

With that realization, his unease subsided. 

This was a win-win situation for him.

“Of course, I’ll accept the duel.”

The community, by now, was practically on fire, fueled by endless debates, speculations, and drama.

Had he not been directly involved, Suho might have joined the chaos, stirring the pot himself.

***

Gwanak-gu XXX Park.

Before being summoned to this world, Suho had visited this place many times.

‘It’s changed so much in over a decade. There are so many sleek buildings, and the large lake and fountain shows have become even more extravagant.’

The park, now equipped with various leisure facilities and walking trails, was bustling with people enjoying their evening, despite it being a weekday.

How crowded was it? Crowded enough that even the most introverted loner might feel the urge to fry pancakes on the ground out of pure existential frustration.

Curious about whether traces of its past still remained, I sat on a bench, zoning out while admiring the scenery. It was a way to kill time, I suppose.

Checking the time on my smartphone, it was only 6:50 PM.

Feeling antsy about whether I’d received a reply, I began fiddling nervously with my phone.

Then it happened.

Ding!

An alert rang out from my smartphone.

Was it the news I’d been waiting for? Excited, I checked the screen, only to feel an immediate wave of disappointment.

[A new video has been uploaded to SUHO’s channel.]

“Dammit…”

Out of concern that he might pull some shady stunt, I’d set up notifications for his uploads. 

‘But why did it have to come now, of all times?’

Fine, let’s see what he’s up to this time.

Opening his YouTube channel, his smug face popped up on the screen.

The temptation to exit immediately was overwhelming, but with tomorrow’s character deletion duel match looming, I forced myself to watch.

[Hello, this is streamer SUHO.]

“I have received Friede’s duel request.”

“I, too, will make a promise.”

“For the sake of maintaining a clean gaming environment in Soul Warfare, I will ensure victory.”

“If Friede wins the duel without using hacks, I will delete my channel.”

Additionally…

“If Friede loses, I want to see that glorious face hidden under the helmet.”

“Wouldn’t it be nice to give our viewers a memorable moment?”

“I am curious to see how bold Friede truly is to send such a shameless duel request.”

“For justice to prevail, please send your support my way!”

This was SUHO’s second video, accepting the duel.

Just like his hack accusation video, the views were skyrocketing in real-time.

For a fleeting moment, an odd thought crossed my mind—’I’ve really become a celebrity, haven’t I?’

The anticipation for my yet-to-begin live stream began to stir an odd sense of excitement.

Face reveal, though…

What an audacious demand.

***

[We’re sorry, SUHO-sensei, we misjudged you!]

[Wishing for SUHO-sensei’s victory just to see Friede-noona’s face under that helmet. Upvote if you agree!]

[Look at SUHO turning this into bait. If Friede takes off the helmet and gets the ‘broth squad’ screaming, he wins big. Add to that a sweet, comforting image of Friede patting SUHO, and bam—mastermind move.]

[ Damn it, this makes it impossible not to root for SUHO. You too, right?! ]

[ Even if SUHO is acting confident, he must be freaking out deep down. ]

[ Rejecting the duel now would look ridiculous. ]

[ Feels like Friede purposely escalated this for maximum attention. ]

[ If Friede wins the duel and gets GM certification, what happens to SUHO? Total downfall? ]

[ Isn’t that obvious? ]

[ If SUHO ends up stacking karma and crashing, that’s hilarious. ]

[ But what if Friede turns out to be a hacker after all? Iconic. ]

‘They’re having the time of their lives…’

‘Reveal my face?’

The ridiculous demand made me snicker. 

It wasn’t going to happen. Even if I lost, there was no way I’d reveal my face.

With no additional demands in the video, I closed the channel.

Thankfully, he took the bait exactly as I’d hoped, so my objective was achieved.

Though some reactions weren’t ideal, this level of attention was more than acceptable.

Thinking about how the narrative might change tomorrow made me giddy with excitement.

“Hah, hahaha…”

Even I found my own thought process amusing.

If it were someone else, I’d find such scheming disgusting and twisted. 

But here I was, reveling in it.

This blend of shame and thrill—so indescribable yet intoxicating—made me laugh again.

“Sigh… Damn.”

I needed to calm down. 

Don’t lose your humanity.

Steadying my burning emotions, I looked up at the night sky. 

The sun had set, and the moon and stars now lit up the heavens.

‘Will Forming be okay?’

I should’ve contacted her first instead of getting carried away filming my duel challenge.

I had gotten so caught up that I’d momentarily forgotten about time.

Such feelings of exhilaration—something I hadn’t experienced since smashing demon skulls—felt especially vivid.

It also reminded me of one undeniable truth: I was terrible with tech.

It was embarrassing to admit, but what could I do?

Even before being summoned to this world, I was the kind of computer illiterate who couldn’t install Windows properly.

My lack of tech skills, combined with my excitement, had inadvertently cut me off from Forming.

Like throwing a stone into a pond and hitting a frog, I’d unintentionally caused problems for her.

She was likely worried because I hadn’t reached out.

As much as I wanted to meet her in person, rushing things wouldn’t help.

Online friendships don’t always translate smoothly into real life, after all. 

People naturally grow cautious.

While I had been carefully building up trust, SUHO’s meddling with his hit piece almost ruined everything.

If Forming had turned away from me because of this, things would’ve gotten messy.

Not only would I lose a key lead on the curse affecting her, but I’d also fail in fulfilling my mission as a hero.

That’s why her prompt reply to my message was such a relief.

A sigh—half tension, half relief—escaped me. It felt… strange.

Now, tomorrow marks the showdown.

It’s an inevitable event and one I’ve half-instigated myself. 

I just have to wait and face it head-on.

And after it’s over, I must…

‘Meet Forming.’

To ensure no more bizarre incidents like this arise, I’ll get to the bottom of the curse affecting her.

As a hero, I’ve vowed to ‘save’ Hero Forming, haven’t I?


Of course, uncovering her true identity is part of the plan too.

“Ugh!”

Stretching to shake off the stiffness, I stood up, invigorated for tomorrow’s thrilling clash.

Cheers to a day full of electrifying attention!



 
  Chapter 18: The Aesthetics of Emergence


[Hey, 6 o’clock, hurry up, SOB.]

[Do you want to see me go insane?]

[If you lose it this time, just go to the hospital.]

LOLLOLLOLLOLLOL.

[SOB, SUHO is already waiting in the arena.]

‘Shouldn’t hacker Friede also arrive early and wait in advance?’

What are you doing that’s making you late? Are you meeting a man or something? Rubbing each other or whatever? I feel like I’m going crazy… Calm down, dude.

LOL your wording is relentless.

[This is the first time I’ve felt dizzy in virtual reality.]

[SOB, why are there so many people in the arena?]

[Right now, it’s probably chaos because all the trolls have been drawn in.]

[Seriously, there are so many characters dressed up like purple aliens. It’s insane.]

[A female user joined the ranks and got upset about being accused of hacking… She challenged someone to a duel. You can’t miss that.]

LOLLOLLOL.”

Since 5 PM, SUHO had created the arena room and waited, looking at the densely packed spectator seats with a sly smile.

While the hype was undeniable, who would have thought this many people would gather at once, even on a holiday?

According to an acquaintance, this duel was even being live-streamed by other streamers.

Combining all those audiences, the viewership might rival—if not surpass—that of SCK matches.

A hacker and a female user—when combined, they created an explosive synergy of negative perception.

This was true in other games as well, but especially in a rank-based game like Soul Warfare, which was almost entirely male-dominated. 

Any element outside pure skill was not tolerated.

If a mysterious, highly skilled, and popular female player with an enchanting voice—though not a streamer—turned out to be a hacker, the sense of betrayal would be immense.

Throughout history, how many people cheered when a revered figure stumbled and fell? All the more so when it was an individual’s fault…

And now, SUHO saw himself as the fighter who would bring this famous person down, the one who would deliver justice to the world of Soul Warfare.

‘Is this how popular gladiators of ancient times must have felt?’ SUHO suddenly thought.’

A streamer rising up against injustice, carrying a clear sense of duty.

On the other side stood the hacker, a female user.

He was utterly confident he wouldn’t lose.

The cheering of the crowd supporting him seemed to echo directly into his ears.

Already, he could see himself reigning as a top-tier streamer with over 100,000 viewers.

***

In the spectator seats, not everyone was there just to watch the duel.

Some streamers had fully utilized the advantages of virtual reality to log in directly and broadcast a more immersive live commentary.

Although they needed permission from the host streamer, in this industry, as long as there wasn’t significant animosity, such permissions were generally granted.

“Hello, everyone! Yes, today is finally the day!”

Jiye, a comprehensive game content streamer, including Soul Warfare, was among them.

Seated in the front row of the spectator area, informally reserved for commentators, she captured the view of the arena in third-person mode.

[Hi, Jiye~.]

[Are you in commentary mode today, sis?]

[Soul Warfare’s Friede hacking controversy has been crazy, huh? LOL.]

[There are so many people here LOLLOLLOL.]

[The loser is going to be humiliated so hard LOL.]

[The Soul Gallery community fully supports Friede! The Soul Gallery community fully supports Friede! The Soul Gallery community fully supports Friede!]

[Stop spamming, you salty kids!]

[Who are you to represent Soul Gallery, you little troll?]

[Is Friede really coming?]

[Sis, please show up fast, lose, and reveal your face. I’m losing my mind waiting.]

[Every time Friede is mentioned, weirdos like this show up! Crazy.]

Even those who didn’t focus on Soul Warfare were catching the news through word of mouth or streamers.

Still, the number of people gathered for this particular arena match was unusual. 

The controversy had clearly served as a wake-up call, disrupting the growing stagnation.

“I’m here at the arena for the much-anticipated duel between the Hero of Light, Friede, and SUHO. The heat of the crowd feels just as intense as the flames of this online uproar.”

[They’ve staked their accounts, right?]

[This is practically a life-or-death moment for a streamer.]

[Why would the hacker girl risk her account if she doesn’t even stream?]

[Apparently, she bet her account on some small-time streamer named Forming’s channel.]

[Forming invited Friede to her stream, and the hacking controversy blew up there. Now people are blaming Forming too.]

[So it’s SUHO vs. Friede, but Forming’s also getting dragged in?]

[LMAO yep.]

“The promised time of 6 o’clock is almost here. SUHO has already arrived at the arena. Will Friede make an appearance, or will this match be a no-show?”

[Thump-thump, thump-thump.]

[If Friede chickens out, LOL, that’d be hilarious.]

[She’d have to quit the internet altogether.]

[Honestly, how many female users in the top ranks are legit?]

[What about Lotus in the women’s league? She’s Challenger rank, isn’t she?]

[Lotus is an exception, but even she didn’t pull off suspicious performances like a hacker. It took her three months to reach Grandmaster and another fifty days to climb to Challenger.]

“It takes incredible courage to enter the arena amidst such heightened tension. Oh, wait a second…”

As escanned the chat while continuing her commentary, a sudden notification in her private messages caught her attention.

“Everyone, we just received some breaking news. The spectator GM for this match has been announced. None other than GM Pope himself will be joining us. Rumor has it Trom Games is closely monitoring this situation.”

[The Pope GM is here?]

[What a big shot.]

[Isn’t he just a GM? What’s so great about him?]

[He’s famous for showing up first during hacking incidents and taking down everyone involved.]

[Last time there was a hacking program fiasco, he intervened in real time, wielding a dual combination of the Eternal Ban and Suspension Ban, and wiped out all the hackers.]

[Wait, what happens to the other players in those games?]

[That match is usually invalidated and immediately shut down. 

LOL, he’s known for being extremely strict. 

No wonder even casual players know his name.]

[And he’s basically untouchable because the company backs him up. Complaints don’t work on him—he’s a celestial dragon among GMs.]

[LMAO.]

Sure enough, at the very top of the spectator seats, the GM Pope sat arrogantly on the throne.

[Why’s that guy up there?]

[For reference, the Pope loves his roleplay antics.]

[SOB, looking at his attitude, he’s definitely got Trom Games’ CEO’s sex tape stashed somewhere. Anyway.]

His entrance was silent, yet when the arena’s main screen illuminated the face of GM Pope Sullivan, the crowd buzzed even louder. His presence carried weight, especially in matters involving hacking controversies.

And then…

“It’s 6 PM! Will Friede finally show up? There’s still no sign of her entering.”

Unlike Jiye’s excited voice, the arena—no, the entire battlefield—fell into a tense silence.

Would she run away, or would she boldly appear as she had in the video where she accepted the duel?

It was then.

“Hey! Look over there!”

A voice from the crowd broke the silence, and every gaze turned in one direction.

Unlike the dark fantasy atmosphere unique to the Soul Warfare arena, the night sky above was exceptionally clear and bright.

In the center of that sky, a singular golden light shone. What had caught the audience’s eyes was undoubtedly that brilliance.

When Jiye’s also paused her commentary and turned her gaze and camera toward it, something extraordinary happened.

The golden star glittering in the sky fell into the center of the arena, and as it collided with the ground, it burst into radiant light, forcing everyone to shield their eyes.

When the brilliance that lit up the arena vanished, a new notification appeared before everyone.

[Hero of Light Friede has entered.]

A pure white silver armor and a flowing golden cape.

Its radiance and splendor carried a meaning far beyond the graphics rendered in virtual reality.

It was as if this hero had descended to save the bleak world of Soul Warfare.

“The Hero has descended…”

The first to recover, Jiye quickly regained her composure and resumed her commentary.

An entrance so dazzling it defied imagination.

“Wasn’t that one of the Soul Warfare package items? The custom entrance cutscene…”

In Soul Warfare, players could purchase custom cutscenes for their character’s entrance into the game.

However, it was an unpopular option due to its high cost, lack of impact on gameplay performance, and the technical difficulties of setting it up.

Only the very wealthy, who could afford to outsource everything, or professional gamers ever used it.

For Friede to pull off such a high-quality custom entrance was astonishing.

“Sorry, I was a bit late because I was working on my custom cutscene.”

As Friede spoke, her one remark ignited an explosion of messages in her chat.

[Wait, she’s the kind of player who uses custom cutscenes?]

[SOB, what even is that quality?]

[The Hero of Light is invincible! Friede is a god!]

[What are you saying, supporting that damn hacker?]

[SOB, how do you even know she’s a hacker?]

[I’d bet everything that she’s a hacker. Scared? Then die.]

[You think I can’t bet? Let’s go, you troll!]

[A fight? Everyone gather!]

[Host, get the betting pool ready now!]

Her stunning entrance was enough to turn the almost solidified assumption that she’d run away into a complete reversal.

Now, the atmosphere around SUHO and Friede was 50/50.

At this point, nothing else needed to be said—only pure skill would decide the outcome.

***

GM Pope, the overseer of this one-on-one duel between SUHO and Friede and the observer tasked with detecting any use of hacking programs, watched from his throne.

His thoughts on Friede’s appearance were blunt.

“Geez… what a show-off.”

To put it nicely, she had a star-like quality. To put it harshly, she seemed desperate for attention.

But perhaps that’s precisely why people were so obsessed with her.

Slouching in his chair, the Pope alternated between observing the two duelists in the arena and checking the holographic panel on his right.

“Yeah… she’s not using hacks.”

At present, there were no abnormal signs.

It could change once the duel started, but for now, everything appeared legitimate.

Trom Games wasn’t foolish. 

The company was known for its meticulous monitoring of illegal programs, to the point of being compared to paranoid perfectionists.

Unlike standard PC games, virtual reality directly impacted users’ health, which necessitated stricter regulations.

It was unthinkable that they wouldn’t investigate Friede thoroughly during this hacking controversy.

“She’s clean.”

Preliminary investigations revealed that Friede was a genuine player, with no evidence of hacking programs detected.

Thus, the Pope found the necessity of his presence here grating.

Even if he was just a spectator, there was no need for him to show up physically in the arena.

‘Whether I observe here or through the system, it’s the same thing.’

Logging in and making a public appearance like this was unnecessary, but orders from above couldn’t be ignored.

Despite the large-scale nature of this event, it was ultimately a conflict between players.

Having the company directly intervene only poured fuel on the fire.

This could have been handled remotely, with the duel monitored and a simple announcement posted on the company’s website afterward.

In the end, it seemed like a publicity stunt.


‘We’re showing how thoroughly we combat hacking!’

For a moment, Friede and Trom Games seemed eerily similar in the Pope’s eyes.

“Both love stirring things up.”

A bitter smile spread across his lips.



 
  Chapter 19: The Hero Doesn’t Fall


“Look, Da-young, it’s the protagonist! The main character has arrived!”

Pepe shouted excitedly while shoving all the snacks he could find into his mouth as he watched the monitor displaying Friede.

Da-young, glancing sideways at Pepe with a pout, sighed inwardly.

‘Why does he always talk like that?’

Pepe, who had been comforting and encouraging her during tough times, had reverted to his usual self, leaving her feeling disheartened.

‘I thought he’d finally turned over a new leaf, but it didn’t even last three days.’

“Wow! This is so reassuring.”

“Ugh, calm down. It’s just getting started, so shut up. That tone of yours is so distracting.”

“Aren’t you streaming this? Now’s the perfect chance to draw in those troublemakers.”

At Pepe’s suggestion, Da-young shook her head.

‘Well, maybe if Friede wins, but I have no intention of jumping into the arena right now.’

Her reluctance stemmed from a cautious consideration.

She worried that Friede might struggle unnecessarily due to additional provocations.

‘But seriously, a custom cinematic character design? How much money did she throw at this?’

Da-young had always known Friede enjoyed eccentricities, but she never expected her to go this far just to attract attention.

***

The two players faced off in the center of the arena.

The GM, a figure referred to as the Hierophant, descended from the throne to explain the agreed-upon rules.

It was a 1v1 match with a best-of-five format, allowing players to freely select their weapons, unlike ranked games.

However, only melee weapons were permitted.

Ranged weapons and consumable items were strictly prohibited.

Each game was limited to ten minutes, and if both players survived, the victor would be determined by who had the higher remaining health gauge.

A player would lose if their health was fully depleted or if they fell off the cliff edges surrounding the arena.

This was the standard rule for Soul Warfare’s arena-based 1v1 matches.

‘Should I scoop up some clean water and offer a prayer? No, that’s overkill…’

Da-young shook her head.

She trusted Friede and had no reason to pray.

Friede’s skill was not something artificial like hacks could achieve.

‘There are almost no players who can beat Friede in a 1v1. Maybe STK’s Warden could match her, at best.’

Confidently, Da-young believed Friede would emerge victorious in this showdown.

***

Friede’s spectacular entrance was impressive enough to draw admiration from her opponent, Suho.

The whistle that escaped Suho’s lips was proof.

“Did you see that, viewers? Friede, the girl who’s either hacking or burning money, has made her grand entrance. At this point, she might as well be the Hero of Capital.”

[Wow, this girl layered skins, cinematics, and customizations. No words, just perfection.]

[Wasn’t this the one with that ridiculously flashy MS Room in the last duel request?]

[From hack allegations to trust-fund kid? Lol, this is gold.]

[Suho, please win and expose that hacker Friede!]

[LOL, I’m curious about her face. If she’s ridiculously gorgeous, can’t we use her as fanart material?]

[You’ll get arrested if you keep that up.]

[There are countless cases of people getting sued for misusing VR assets, lol. Stop giving free money to hackers, guys.]

The intense reactions were on a different level compared to usual, filling Suho with determination.

With the GM having explained the rules, only victory remained.

“Friede, are you nervous? You know you can’t win without your hacks, don’t you?”

“Then why did you accept the duel request? If you had just gone AFK, people would’ve moved on. Thanks to you, though, my viewership’s skyrocketing.”

[Please proceed to your designated positions.]

“What? No reaction?”

As the GM’s declaration echoed, Suho turned his head and smirked slightly, though he felt a bit deflated.

He grumbled while moving to his starting position.

Worried that the chat’s energy might disrupt his focus, Suho deactivated the chat feed.

Before the match began, he couldn’t resist taking another jab at his opponent.

“If you admit you’re wrong and apologize now, I might spare you from getting completely exposed. I’m a nice guy like that.”

“I have nothing to apologize for because I’ve never used hacks.”

Still spouting nonsense, huh?

Friede’s calm reply only made Suho chuckle in disbelief.

***

“Are you ready?”

At the GM Hierophant’s question, both players nodded.

Suho’s weapon of choice was the Betrayer’s Greatsword—a top-tier long blade in Soul Warfare and his signature pick.

Since this was a series of matches, starting with his best option seemed like the optimal strategy.

On the other hand, Friede went with her usual Broken Greatsword.

‘Seriously? A hacker trying to pull off a gimmick with that thing? She’s gonna regret it soon enough.’

The Broken Greatsword, which offered virtually no advantages, relied solely on parrying for effectiveness.

‘I’ll just use fast, nimble plays to keep pressuring her until she crumbles.’

***

“The game begins.”

Suho launched a relentless assault right from the start.

Having climbed to Grandmaster tier, this wasn’t his first one-on-one duel.

He had dealt with countless troublemakers in the past by settling disputes in the arena.

From his extensive experience, Suho’s instincts told him that aggressive, all-out attacks were the key to 1v1 dominance.

Clang!

‘Oh?’

To Suho’s surprise, Friede managed to react swiftly.

He had expected the opponent to panic and crumble without hacks.

‘So, she’s not completely incompetent?’

The sound of steel clashing filled the air as their blades collided, sparks flying.

Suho pressed his advantage, forcing Friede to pull back her sword defensively.

Confident that the tide was in his favor, Suho capitalized on the Broken Greatsword’s limited reach and damage potential.

His weapon, the Betrayer’s Greatsword, excelled at chaining rapid, aggressive strikes, making it perfect for cementing his dominance.

Every calculated move from Suho tightened the noose around Friede’s chances.

[Still a hacker, lol. Can’t even play properly without cheats.]

[Wow, she’s cowering now that the GM’s here.]

[Go unload cargo somewhere else.]

[LOL, did those Friede fanboys really think she’d crush Suho? Hacks got her her inflated rank, and now she’s exposed.]

[Hey Friede, just log off already.]

[No sudden changes in tactics in the next set, got it? LOL.]

[False hope is so sweet, isn’t it?]

The audience bombarded Friede with jeers as her seemingly defensive stance unfolded.

Suho feigned a downward strike but twisted his wrist mid-motion to catch Friede off guard.

In response, Friede tried to counter by stepping inward, aiming to knock Suho back. However…

The fluid, deceptive movements of the Betrayer’s Greatsword created an optical illusion that disoriented her.

[Ah, come on! Move faster, like in ranked games, sis!]

[Is she really using hacks? Her movements are so sluggish.]

[At this point, the academic consensus must be that she has diarrhoea and can’t fight properly.]

[Please, my points!]

[Melting like butter is fine, but the choices and consequences are all yours to bear.]

[Off to the Han River we go.]

[Do you even know how rare female gamers are? Outside of pro gamers, there are barely any Grandmaster-level female players.]

Amidst the reactions, one observer found himself puzzled.

“What is this?”

The GM Hierophant tilted his head in confusion.

Compared to her previous matches, Friede’s performance seemed oddly out of sync.

“I thought she’d win in one second flat.”

Her golden visor obscured most of her face, but the lips beneath—a vivid, cherry-like red—pressed tightly together, betrayed her tension.

‘Well, I can’t blame her. She’s completely on the defensive right now.’

And with so many eyes on her, it must feel even worse.

“…Huh?”

The Hierophant gasped in surprise. 

A peculiar scene unfolded before his eyes.

Beneath that visor, Friede’s lips curled into a grin—one brimming with unrestrained joy.

It was as if she were mocking her opponent, the audience filling the arena, and every viewer following this match.

‘Come to think of it…’

‘Quite some time has passed, hasn’t it?’

Her health is still at 100%.

By now, even if neither player had fallen, there should have been significant damage on either side.

And yet…

“She hasn’t taken a single hit?”

The realization sent a chill down the Hierophant’s spine. 

Despite the virtual reality setting, the intense realism of the goosebumps made him shudder.

Upon closer observation, it became clear—Friede had flawlessly deflected every single attack.

[Wait, what? Her health is still 100%?]

[?? Didn’t she take quite a few hits earlier?]

[Nope. Watching in slow mode, she parried them all.]

[Whoa… No wonder this match is dragging on.]

[Lol, is this for real?]

[Seriously, every time Suho tries to land a hit, she deflects it like a ghost.]

[Five minutes of relentless attacking, and a 100% defense rate? Unreal.]

[Is this because Suho’s attacks are sloppy, or is Friede’s defense just perfect?]

[Both.]

[LOL.]

The audience began to take notice.

They weren’t fools. 

Time had passed, yet neither player had taken significant damage.

Those who initially mocked her for being on the defensive were now mesmerized by her flawless defense, revealed in slow motion.

In a game where weapons moved at lightning speed, blocking an attack before it registered on the hitbox required extraordinary reflexes.

To maintain such perfect defensive form for over five minutes was nothing short of superhuman.

Naturally, the audience’s attitude began to shift.

“Dammit! Just give up, you hacking bastard!”

Suho’s frustration boiled over into a shout, his fury at being unable to land a single hit exploding outward.

Believing this attack would finally break through her defenses, Suho swung his greatsword downward with all his might.

‘This one won’t be easy to block. It’ll finally connect, won’t it?’

Everyone watching focused intensely, their eyes glued to the screen, determined not to miss a single move.

No one worried for Friede.

The only question was whether she would block it, dodge it, or finally take the hit.

“Please!”

Da-young, the sole exception, shouted desperately at the monitor, praying for Friede’s success.

Clang!

The sound of metal clashing echoed like a thunderclap.

Koom!

The parry effect burst forth like a bolt of lightning, sending vibrations through the arena.

And then… silence.

A heavy stillness fell.

For a brief moment, it felt as if time itself had stopped.

In that suspended moment, only one action was permitted in this space:

Thud!

The Broken Greatsword pierced Suho’s chest, leaving him stunned and defenseless.

As Suho’s previously confident form crumpled to the ground like an illusion fading away…

Boom!

Friede’s voice broke the silence.

“I told you, I’m not hacking.”

The heroine’s declaration of innocence reverberated through the arena.

The chat exploded in unified, chaotic celebration, like a storm of Protoss units connected by psionic power.


[YOU DID IT!!!!]

[YES, SIS!!!!]

Friede achieved a perfect victory in the first set, ending it with flawless defense and a decisive parry.

Not even 1% of her health was lost.



 
  Chapter 20: Hero Punch! Hero Punch!


“Isn’t this enthusiasm a bit excessive?”

Of course, thinking this way about a famous person makes me shameless, but there’s nothing as entertaining as knocking someone down to the bottom.

The human mind is peculiar; the actions we criticize others for become immensely enjoyable when we do them ourselves.

‘It’s like the thrill of walking a tightrope.’

Pulling something like this during such an important game makes me utterly reckless.

I should shut everyone’s mouths with a flawless victory.

Alright, I’ve let the suspense build long enough.

‘Then…’

With a decisive three-straight victory, let’s wrap this up and clock out early.

Standing from my seat, I felt myself grinning as I coated my lips in crimson like rouge, set by the game’s unfiltered “Adult User Mode.”

[Let us begin.]

With the GM’s declaration, the second set commenced.

The opponent’s weapon was the same as the first set—The Greatsword of Treachery.

It seemed they had no intention of making the first move.

In that case…

‘I’ll go first.’

But starting from the next set, it’ll be your turn.

Without overexerting myself, I began walking steadily toward SUHO.

One step, two steps. The distance between us gradually closed.

Unlike the fast pace of the previous set, this was clearly different.

The arena’s noisy clamor subsided, likely because the audience had caught on to the shift in pace and were now watching intently.

***

-Whoosh!

A massive weapon, resembling an electric pole, aimed for my legs.

‘Wouldn’t most people wielding such a weapon aim to crush their opponent’s upper body?’

‘This one lacks both romance and imagination.’

With light footwork that seemed to defy the laws of friction and inertia, I dodged and redirected my stance.

When the look of confusion spread across my opponent’s face, I couldn’t help but smile.

‘It’s the first time I’ve shown such movements and reaction speed.’

As I stepped out of the blade’s trajectory, I canceled my stance and dashed forward to close the gap.

The opponent, likely startled by the unexpected response, scrambled to recover their spear’s trajectory to block my incoming blade.

The shattered blade of my greatsword and the blunt spear shaft clashed.

-Clang!

It was a violent collision, not one that exuded any sense of careful calculation.

Without bothering to push away the obstruction, I let my blade slide along the shaft and thrust toward their neck.

The broken blade, slanted diagonally, pierced precisely between the gap in their neck armor.

The droplets of blood that scattered before my eyes shimmered like spring heatwaves.

I stepped forward three more paces, weaving side to side like a fluttering butterfly.

The opponent, realizing their disadvantage, mixed feints into their attacks, aiming for the openings I revealed.

The desperation to avoid a direct parry against my attacks was evident, but… ‘What can I say?’

In less than a second, I deflected the feinting greatsword with my broken blade, lifting it upwards.

-Thud!

Just like in the first set—but now with reversed roles—the parry landed perfectly.

Though lacking the elegance of refined swordsmanship, my shattered greatsword plunged firmly into their chest.

***

This reversal, unlike the previous set, didn’t evoke cheers but instead brought an exhilarating silence.

The bout had ended in a matter of exchanges, leaving the audience unsure of what had just occurred.

‘Let them watch the replay, like elders analyzing a chess game.’

I thought to myself, knowing that this was just the beginning of the duel.

After all, the true essence of multi-round matches is a swift, decisive conclusion.

The arena, which had been full of ridicule and disrespect toward me, now buzzed with a different atmosphere.

Even Jiye, the live commentator, was left speechless, stunned by the sudden end to the match.

Having expected an exchange of swordplay, the audience had instead witnessed SUHO’s decapitation and my clean parry marking the match’s conclusion.

Looking at the match timer, Jiye gasped in astonishment.

“Twenty seconds….”

This was a stark contrast to the over-five-minute duration of the previous set.

Though, to be fair, the first set was essentially me toying with SUHO.

Throughout that long duration, I had blocked over a hundred of their attacks without fail.

The chat was ablaze, unable to process my movements rationally.

[What is this? What is this? What is this? What is this? What is this?]

[Is this Friede’s true skill? My heart is swelling with awe!]

[What the hell is this reaction speed? Even in the first set, they had a 100% block rate.]

[SUHO should’ve created distance when retreating. Why was Friede suddenly right in front of them after they rolled away?]

[This… is protagonist-level reflexes.]

Jiye hesitated to agree, choosing instead to silently observe the situation.

It was best to avoid jumping to conclusions.

At that moment, a notification pinged in Jiye’s inbox, causing her to swallow a rising groan.

“Everyone, I’ve just received an update. The GM has decided to continue the match as is.”

Whether this was to prove Friede’s innocence or to make a final ruling after all sets concluded remained unclear.

The chat exploded once more with speculation.

[What is this? A hack they couldn’t detect?]

[No way. If it were hacks, the GM would’ve stopped the match by now.]

[What else could it be, you fools? It’s Friede’s raw skill. I believed in you, Friede!]

[Hacks would’ve left a trace. The GM proceeding with the match means Friede is clearly innocent.]

[If they were hacking, there’s no way they could’ve gone undetected throughout that long first set.]

[At this point, it’s academic consensus that Friede was just pretending to be average.]

‘Pretending?’

“I’ve seen countless absurd speculative comments while broadcasting, but this kind of ridiculous chat is a first for me.”

Not only is Friede’s reputation on the line, but also the streaming career of a small-time streamer like Forming.

‘Could an average person carry on like a persona-chasing maniac under such pressure?’

‘Most people crumble under the weight of their own tasks, so why even try?’

“Still, don’t you think this concept play is going too far? SUHO isn’t just anyone—they’re a Grandmaster on their main account, not an opponent to be taken lightly.”

[That’s true, even as the gatekeeper of Grandmaster, SUHO isn’t some pushover.]

[But right now, they kind of are.]

[It’s not that SUHO is weak, but Friede is absurdly strong.]

[Why is the GM doing nothing? Say something, dammit!]

[I swear, I feel like slamming nunchaku into that GM’s shiny forehead.]

[Ah-byooot!]

[This is the future of Korea.]

[Are they ignoring the viewers’ questions and running their private league blindly? Is this normal? My hands are trembling, and tears are forming in my eyes.]

Though the wording was crude, Jiye couldn’t help but sympathize with the sentiment.

If only they could swiftly confirm whether hacks were involved, the situation would feel far less frustrating.

A small sigh escaped her lips, carried through the mic into the ears of viewers.

It was a rare slip-up for a professional streamer, and she tried to ignore the jesters gleefully shouting about “eargasms.”

The confidence that Friede couldn’t possibly lose through skill alone had long since vanished.

Since the first set loss, SUHO hadn’t landed a single effective hit.

‘How could they possibly win now?’

The realization hit like a ton of bricks: if they lose this match…

‘Don’t make me laugh!’

They denied it.

They had to deny it.

Otherwise, the faith that carried them this far would crumble.

‘That lunatic! That cheating hacker!’

The anger fueled by consecutive defeats consumed SUHO’s mind.

No—perhaps it was anxiety disguised as rage.

‘Damn it! What is the GM doing?!’

Despite the opponent allegedly hacking, the GM took no action, an inexcusable dereliction of duty.

Cursing the GM incessantly, SUHO looked for an opening to counter Friede’s attacks and swung their Greatsword of Treachery once more.

This wasn’t a reckless attack—it was a series of quick strikes designed to minimize recovery time, making parries difficult.

While not powerful, they were fast and hard to counter.

With reduced recovery time, SUHO had the upper hand with their long weapon’s range.

Friede’s broken greatsword couldn’t dream of matching the reach.

So far, things were going smoothly.

But SUHO didn’t let their guard down.

‘Stay sharp.’

Though they had just been cursing the GM moments ago, the GM’s continued silence brought SUHO’s worst fears to mind.

Losing here would ruin everything.

Instinctively, they understood this.

Sharpening their focus, they sought any opening in their opponent’s defenses.

This fight was one they absolutely couldn’t afford to lose.

Eyes darting left and right, SUHO frantically tracked Friede’s movements, straining every sense to predict their actions.

‘Please, let this work.’

There was no need for a flashy, decisive move from the front.

Engaging directly with that lunatic would only end in disaster.

All SUHO wanted was for their attacks to graze Friede, even just lightly.

If they could secure a stamina advantage through an endurance battle, they could win by timeout.

Having come this far, pride had long been discarded. Victory was the only goal.

Step by step, forward and back, left and right—SUHO moved fluidly, like a serpent stalking its prey.

Their movements were so seamless that they almost felt soundless.

Dodging one of Friede’s probing attacks, SUHO suddenly found themselves facing a direct assault.

Friede had dashed straight toward them.

Instinctively, SUHO canceled their glaive’s feint and immediately activated their combat skill, “Spinning Slash.”

For a brief moment, SUHO saw Friede smirk.

‘What’s that supposed to mean? Are they mocking me for accusing them of hacking?’

That thought crossed their mind just as Friede vanished from their sight.

Gritting their teeth, SUHO realized it was a familiar tactic—quickly sidestepping to strike from behind, a common high-rank strategy.

Calmly recovering their glaive, SUHO swung it toward the direction Friede would appear.

The mighty swing shattered the ground and sent dirt and dust flying, but it only cut through empty air.

And then…

-Thud!

A sound shook SUHO to their core, twisting their expression in frustration.

Even the backstep had been a feint.

Friede, waiting at just the right spot for the weapon to swing past, countered with a parry.

Though broken, their greatsword had lost none of its sharpness.

The shattered blade pierced through SUHO’s neck with deadly precision.

-Thump.

The battle ended, leaving the victor and the defeated clearly separated.

Friede stood tall as the winner, raising the blood-soaked, broken greatsword triumphantly.

Though rusty and shattered, the weapon appeared utterly unimpressive.

But at this moment, in this place, It shone brighter than any weapon in Soul Warfare.

[You’re a hero, Friede!!!]

[I knew it all along!!!]

[Thank you!!!]


[Well done!!!]

[Welcome back!!]

That day, major Soul Warfare communities erupted in celebration of Friede’s victory and their vindication.

They praised the hero’s innocence.



 
  Chapter 21: The ending of victory is a grand bow


The spectators’ seats buzzed as if they’d fallen into a vat of liquor, and the chat window exploded like white phosphorus rounds.

[Newhoooh! It’s a one-sided victory for Friede ww]

[Cut! Cut!]

[A multi-round match? More like win, win, win, off work early!]

[What’s up with M1’s parries? Pulling them off like eating breakfast.]

[From now on, don’t call them combat skills, call them blunder skills—so easy to dodge!]

[In front of our beach warrior unnie, every move set looks like a clown’s dance.]

[Hold on, I need to change my underwear.]

Friede’s calm demeanor after securing victory shone nobly, illuminated by the colorless moonlight hovering in the sky.

“This is a hack, it has to be a hack. This is definitely a hack….”

“Hah…”

‘This guy still hasn’t come to his senses.’

The parrot crying hack was unstoppable, as if he’d keep ranting even if he were thrown into water.

‘There’s always that type—refusing to face reality no matter how many facts you hit them with.’

“How about figuring things out now?”

“Sh*t, I don’t care how great that program is. Using hacks in front of a GM? You’re done for, idiot.”

“This is just….”

‘Was it desperation or lingering hope?’

From Friede’s perspective, already knowing what the GM would say next, SUHO’s attitude looked pitifully laughable.

“Are you stupid? Or are you pretending to be stupid? Or maybe you’re too stupid to even realize you’re pretending?”

“This is the point where you should admit it. You’re being pathetic.”

“You think acting like this will earn you any recognition?”

“Stop whining after getting completely thrashed. If you’re that upset, why don’t you go cry to the GM? You’re a streamer, right? I’m sure your viewers are enjoying this little show. Oh, right!”

Friede mockingly covered her mouth with her visor, slyly poking at his nerves.

“Does it not matter anymore since it’s a channel deletion match?”

“You b*tch!”

SUHO clenched his teeth, his desire to throw a punch overwhelming him. 

But in the end, it was virtual reality.

With all eyes on him, he could only swallow his rage.

“Don’t worry, I’ll take care of that soon enough. So, stop whining already.”

Friede caught SUHO’s venomous glare but simply shook her head.

‘This guy—no matter how many times you say it, no matter how many times you win, it’s useless.’

‘Can he even accept the results?’

Watching the hack-obsessed idiot message the GM like a child tattling to their mom, Friede let out a faint, derisive chuckle.

She’d been patient enough.

The stifling weight of the “sweet potato” moments was over.

Now, it was finally time for a refreshing drink of “cider.”

***

Summoned to the scene, GM Pope descended gracefully into the center of the arena, his steps exuding the precision of a martial arts master walking on air.

[Thump thump thump]

[Big moment incoming! Big moment incoming! Big moment incoming!]

[Stop spamming, you morons.]

[It’s hacks, no doubt. Perma-ban incoming.]

[Lol, Friede’s innocence is as clear as her moves during the fight.]

[You idiots think the GM Pope’s been silent this whole time for nothing? Classic power move.]

[Do you think the Pope is just here for decoration? Lol.]

The audience’s excitement matched Friede’s satisfaction.

The GM completed a ritualistic turn before speaking in a heavy, deliberate tone.

“We have been monitoring reports accusing Hero of Light Friede of using illegal programs during this match and prior battles.”

A hushed silence fell.

The once-chaotic crowd was now as subdued as cattle awaiting their turn in a slaughterhouse.

“The results are in, and I will now inform everyone present.”

“The investigation revealed no evidence….”

The GM paused, an unusual move for someone known for being straightforward.

Still, not a single voice of complaint arose.

Everyone’s attention was laser-focused on the GM, waiting with bated breath.

“…of illegal program use.”

Silence.

For a brief, dramatic three seconds, the arena was utterly still.

But this wasn’t the silence of defeat or disappointment—it was the calm before the storm.

And then—

[What are you waiting for?! Chop off the sniper’s hands!]

[Thanks for the points, believers! Ez money~]

[God Friede! Queen Friede! King Friede!]

[Haha! Knew it all along!]

[That dude switched sides fast, didn’t he? Called her a hacker a second ago, now acting all supportive.]

[What do you mean, it’s not a hack? This balance is completely broken!]

[Lol, Friede just obliterated the challenger like a pro. RIP!]

[STK, get ready to kneel!]

[Imagine Friede turning pro—absolute chaos incoming.]

The GM’s verdict hit SUHO like a sledgehammer, smashing any remaining delusions.

—Thud.

His legs gave out, and he collapsed onto the floor.

Even after tasting consecutive defeats, the flame of hope had somehow kept him upright.

But now, that last flicker had been snuffed out.

The despair of his final stronghold falling was palpable.

The crowd, far from sympathetic, erupted into even greater frenzy.

[This is just karma smacking SUHO in the face, right? Tell me I’m not the only one seeing it this way.]

[No, you’re just bitter. SUHO’s just paying for his sins, dumbass.]

[Lol, did SUHO steal your girl or something? Why the hate?]

[Channel deletion match! Let’s gooo!]

[Deleting the channel after losing… This is rare and precious.]

[SUHO’s downfall is Obama-level meme material.]

[You enjoying this, boomer?]

“Good job.”

Friede’s words seemed to echo like a ghostly wail in SUHO’s ears.

His face, drained of blood, looked like that of a pale zombie.

“For the first match, I wanted to test walking a tightrope. That’s why I focused solely on defense. But I didn’t think you’d fail to land a single effective hit.”

“What?”

SUHO’s pupils quivered violently, forced to confront the truth he had been denying.

It felt as if his brain was being bleached and erased at the same time.

‘What do I do now?’

He’d wagered everything on this match, only to lose miserably.

The GM had validated Friede’s innocence, shattering his accusations.

‘So, all of this… was just my delusion?’

His eyes darted around the arena, searching for any trace of support.

Instead, all he found was scorn and mockery directed solely at him—a completely isolated battlefield.

“Ugh!”

SUHO’s brain, long accustomed to reading the room, began working at lightning speed.

With public opinion completely turned against him, he quickly arrived at the best conclusion for his current situation.

The next action he took was shocking enough to stun Friede, the GM, and the entire audience.

He dropped into a full bow on the ground.

“I’m sorry, Friede-nim. Please, I beg you, let this go.”

***

[Yo, what’s he doing?]

[Wow, what the hell hahahahaha]

[Thump thump tarry, thump thump tarry, I’m singing a happy song!]

[Is this a kneeling bow or a full-on prostration?]

[Hey SU, hurry up, delete your channel and log off.]

Amidst the flood of jeers, SUHO kept his head pressed to the ground, driven by the single-minded determination to save his channel.

“This is my livelihood. I didn’t study or do much else, and if I lose this, it’ll be hard for me to make a living. Please, just this once, spare me. I’m begging you.”

“Hah, goodness.”

Even the GM let out a bewildered sigh.

Of course, I was just as baffled.

Since it was a conflict between players, there wasn’t much the GM could do except watch in silence.

Honestly, given how well SUHO’s stream had been doing, his desperate behavior wasn’t entirely incomprehensible.

Friede, shrugging her shoulders, finally spoke up.

“If you think someone’s hacking, don’t go around trying to ruin them with drama like this. Quietly report it to customer service. The GMs in this game are pretty good at catching cheaters.”

“Th-that’s because… I got caught up in the drama, and before I realized it….”

‘I figured. He probably didn’t have some grand motive behind this.’

Streamers sniping each other for attention? That’s just par for the course.

“Right. I know I was the one who suggested the channel deletion match….”

‘A hero shouldn’t keep pushing when someone’s on their knees begging for mercy.’

‘After all, we’re not politicians staking their careers on big campaign promises; this isn’t worth dragging out any further.’

‘It’s all just ridiculous anyway—throwing around accusations about hacks and acting like it’s life or death.’

Friede nodded to herself, deciding that ending things here would be the cleanest solution.

“Let’s wrap this up. But you need to apologize to Forming too—right here, right now.”

“What? But Forming-nim isn’t here right now.”

“They’re watching, though. Just face the camera and apologize properly.”

After delivering a deep bow and a heartfelt apology to Forming, SUHO…


	Ding! –



[SUHO has left the arena.]

…promptly fled.

“He’s gone….”

“Yep,” muttered the GM with a tone of resignation.

I nodded in agreement.

SUHO…

For someone who sparked a hacking controversy, he didn’t exactly leave in a graceful manner.

***

The emergence of a new star is always dazzling.

A female gamer using an extreme custom character build and the worst weapon in the game had shot up to Grandmaster rank in record time.

Caught in a hacking controversy, she had cleared her name with a one-on-one duel and received vindication from the GM’s final ruling.

Some criticized the overly dramatic reaction to what was ultimately a match between ranked players.

But for the many watching the story unfold, this was one of the most dramatic developments they’d ever witnessed.

***

“Hello, Friede-nim. Thanks for agreeing to this interview.”

“It’s nothing.”

Her response was brief, but the faint smile on her lips suggested she was in good spirits.

[What is this, Ji-yang?]

[Holy crap, a one-on-one interview with Friede-nim? Let me join in!]

[Here for the scoop!]

[Is this the stream where Friede mommy gets interviewed?]

[Eh, fine, I’ll let it slide since the host is cute too.]

[Ew, these Friede fanboys are disgusting.]

***

Seizing the opportunity to interview the star of this incredible story, streamer Ji-yang couldn’t help but feel elated.

Friede had been on her way out of the arena after SUHO’s disgraceful exit when Ji-yang managed to secure this rare chance for a one-on-one interview.

It was a golden opportunity no other streamer had been able to take.

Watching her viewer count explode, Ji-yang trembled with excitement.

Viewer count: 118,547

Though this sudden surge was likely temporary, it was an enormous boost nonetheless.

Many streamers couldn’t handle such a rapid influx, often crashing under the strain. 

But Ji-yang paid no mind to such concerns.

After all, this wasn’t a gift from a corporate sponsor—it was her own achievement.

If viewers flocked to her interview of their own volition, all the better.

“First off, Friede-nim, congratulations on your victory! How do you feel about it?”

“Well… to be honest, it’s kind of surreal to be interviewed for something like this. The world’s changed a lot, hasn’t it? That’s the feeling I get.”

***

[How old is she to say something like that?]

[Idiots, why do you think she’s wearing a helmet? Use your brains.]

[Friede mommy’s voice is ASMR-level bliss.]

Hearing her voice up close, Ji-yang could understand why fans raved about it.

After taking a moment to compose herself, she pressed on with her questions.

“SUHO has the nickname of ‘Challenger Gatekeeper’ and has a much higher rank score than you. Did you feel any pressure when accepting his duel?”

“Not at all.”

‘Why would I?’

“I’m confident in my skills, especially in one-on-one situations. I might not dominate group matches like I used to, but one-on-one? I don’t lose.”

“Do you have a rank goal?”

“Of course—Challenger. I’m aiming for the very top.”

Catching on to the intriguing implications, Ji-yang’s eyes gleamed with curiosity.

“When you said you weren’t worried about anyone in a one-on-one match, does that include top-tier Challenger players, the so-called celestial players?”

“Yes, naturally.”

[Wow, that’s some next-level confidence.]

[If she goes high enough, won’t she face Warden?]

[Warden vs. Friede—my chest is swelling with anticipation.]

[Is Friede actually going pro?]


[Friede, please join TK! I want to see TK win the championship!]

The prospect of a match between Warden and Friede was tantalizing for fans of Soul Warfare.

Though Ji-yang had more questions prepared, she couldn’t ask them all.

Overwhelmed by the influx of viewers, her stream crashed after just two minutes of the interview.



 
  Chapter 22: I’m on my way to meet you now


[General] As of today, I withdraw my affection for Friede.

From now on, we are no longer in a romantic relationship.

Friede and I are now of one mind and body.

Any attack on Friede will be considered an attack on me.

[I’ve been saying this, but what did Friede do wrong?]

[Did you get Friede’s consent before saying that?]

[Show some respect! Who do you think you are?]

[How dare this scum from Silons compare himself to Friede? Go cry in a corner, loser.]

[General] Summary of Friede’s reaction:

Goal: Become the #1 Challenger.

No plans for a pro career.

Planning to start streaming soon.

Support from Yongsaforming is requested.

“Everyone, stay happy!”

[That’s the spirit! Well done!]

[What a blow to Ji, who tried her best to secure an interview.]

[Who could have expected the broadcast to blow up like that, hahaha!]

[And yet, Forming is looking out for sweet Friede… so touching!]

[General] Press like if you want Friede to go pro!

“I’ll start!”

“Let’s have a duo with Warden from STK.”

[Honestly, she doesn’t seem to need a women’s league.]

[Even Lotus is in the women’s league, so don’t overreact.]

[Can Lotus do what Friede does?]

[But does she have to go to a women’s league?]

[I don’t know. Maybe.]

[Ugh, these gross idiots… now they think they can compare themselves to Warden.]

[Do you think Warden cares about you?]

[General] Holding my breath until her stream starts…

inhales

[He’s already passed out.]

[Hey, bro, this guy’s laughing.]

[Leave him be. He’s probably dreaming something nice.]

[If you have a conscience, write at least three lines.]

[Streaming… This feels ominous.]

[Isn’t it risky if those gallery guys come here too?]

[It’s a virtual reality game, so there won’t be issues like account sharing, but other problems might arise.]

[Since GM certified the game, there’s no issue with cheating. The gameplay is clean.]

[But if those gallery folks get involved, they’ll probably even start monitoring her cycles. Ugh!]

***

Every community even slightly involved in Soul Warfare was in an uproar.

But instead of genuine tears of regret, the response was filled with crocodile tears born from the delight of escalating chaos.

Even after the duel ended, the heated atmosphere fueled by accusations of cheating didn’t cool down.

Instead, the aftermath burned fiercely, like a raging furnace consuming everything.

In particular, while the Soul Warfare gallery was in complete disarray, Friede’s interview surged in popularity.

Among the various highlights, what garnered the most attention was her plan to start streaming.

For many, a streamer felt more approachable than a pro gamer.

They eagerly awaited her debut, speculating when she might start.

Despite being hidden behind her visor, glimpses of her lips and jawline suggested an extraordinary beauty, fueling endless fantasies.

Her seductive aura, combined with her undeniable skill that broke through the Challenger gatekeepers, quickly elevated her to idol status among the gaming community.

If her stream failed to gain attention, most female gaming streams wouldn’t stand a chance.

Of course, her other interview responses also became hot topics, with some fans eagerly speculating about every detail.

One notable point was her lack of interest in a pro career, which disappointed a subset of fans.

The idea of matching her extraordinary skill with other top-tier players was an enticing fantasy.

Additionally, some harbored a secret hope that if she pursued a professional career, the mysterious Friede’s face might eventually be revealed.

Meanwhile, the sudden shift in attitude among those who had once called her a cheater was almost comical.

They dissected her 1v1 duel with eagle-eyed scrutiny, creating detailed reviews and analyses.

***

Finally, the streamer’s channel that sparked this controversy—SUHO’s—lay in ruins.

The cause?

The apology letter posted by SUHO.

[Hello, this is SUHO, the streamer.]

[Hello, I’m SUHO.]

[The reason I’m posting this is likely what many of you have already guessed.]

[Due to my misunderstanding, I unintentionally caused trouble for Friede and Yongsaforming.]

[I want to take this opportunity to sincerely apologize.]

[I will take a hiatus to reflect on my actions.]

[When I return, I promise to approach streaming with more caution and provide better content.]

[I’m truly sorry.]

[Sincerely, SUHO.]

Likes: 1

Dislikes: 872

[He didn’t delete his account or channel? Bold move, Sensei.]

[At least it’s not a complete escape since he apologized and the parties accepted it.]

[One like… How pathetic.]

[“You bastard! Refund my donations!”]

[Shouldn’t someone take action against this?]

[What action? What’s there to do?]

[Since the parties involved reached an agreement, there’s nothing left to nitpick.]

Unsubscribes flooded in…

As with many past controversies, threats and backlash were common.

If the offense wasn’t too severe, time usually helped mitigate the fallout.

However, it seemed this particular case would require a much longer period before the dust settled.

When events unfold as envisioned, it brings a twisted sense of satisfaction.

Even the Soul Warfare gallery and the Outven boards were now flooded with discussions about this incident.

In events like this, the victor gets to enjoy the sweet fruits of triumph.

This was no exception, as the user “Hero Friede of Light” saw a significant rise in recognition.

Not only did existing players take notice, but even those who previously had no interest in such matters now had my ID etched into their minds.

Many even asked who I really was.

Everything was going…

“According to plan.”

“According to plan, my foot!”

Smack!

The sharp sting and fiery sensation on my back made me instinctively shrink away.

Forming’s snap was no joke, her slap packing the force of a seasoned disciplinarian.

She might make an excellent mother someday.

With her hands on her hips and her face flushed, Forming glared at me furiously.

“My entire streaming career was on the line, and you think I want to see someone drop dead in front of me?!”

“Thanks to that, we got attention. Happy ending, no?”

“Attention? Do you know how dangerous that kind of reckless attention-grabbing is for a streamer?”

I shrugged, and she let out a sigh, shaking her head in disbelief.

Perhaps she realized there was no point arguing now that it was all over.

After a moment, she fidgeted, her lips moving as if she wanted to say something, but her expression was slightly awkward.

Finally, she turned her head and muttered in a small voice, “Still… thank you, Friede. For saving me…”

‘Why so sentimental all of a sudden?’

Regardless of what I thought, her face turned as red as a strawberry, and the way she nervously touched her nose was oddly endearing.

“Nope! No need for that. I already told you when I sent the duel footage, remember?”

I put a finger to my lips and smiled.

“I said I’d save you… because I’m a hero, didn’t I?”

Forming’s eyes widened at my words before she broke into a soft chuckle.

‘Yeah, that’s better. You look good when you laugh.’

“Honestly… I might have to give up the title of ‘hero’ in front of you, Friede.”

“So, when’s the next collab?”

“Not anytime soon… Maybe later. Things turned out well, but in this situation, it’s better to lay low for a while.”

“Hmm…”

“Especially for Soul Warfare duos, it’s best to avoid them for now.”

I didn’t ask why.

It was clear that she didn’t want to be seen as someone piggybacking on my achievements.

With our duo, she had reached Grandmaster tier, but maintaining it with her current skills—let alone climbing higher—would be tough.

As someone who had played alongside her, even I could see that.

To the sharp eyes of her viewers, it would be even more apparent.

Considering the backlash from the controversy over teaming with a so-called “cheater,” her cautious approach wasn’t surprising.

Still…

‘I can’t afford to waste any more time like this either.’

I decided to firmly tie up the loose ends regarding my resolve for Forming.

“Forming.”

“Yes?”

Her curious tilt of the head was adorable, and I couldn’t help but deepen my smile.

“Are you free today?”

Her eyes widened so much that it looked like they could fit a whole egg.

The sun had already set, and the moon and stars were beginning to light up the sky.

I sat on a bench, waiting for what felt like hours.

Although I had arrived early, as time passed, a small seed of doubt began to sprout in my heart.

‘Will she really come?’

Even though she had agreed when I suggested meeting at the MS Room, I couldn’t shake the feeling that she might not show up.

‘Should I thank that idiot SUHO for this?’

At least things had been resolved smoothly, and I had managed to earn Forming’s trust.

‘Yeah, it turned out well in the end.’

After all, the rule of thumb is that you reap the rewards after taking down the villain.

Originally, as an online acquaintance, I would’ve preferred to take my time before meeting her in person.

It’s normal for people to be wary when someone they only know online suddenly asks to meet in real life.

Maybe that’s why…

When the troll posted a video targeting Forming, I worried this might permanently ruin any chance of solving her “curse.”

If she had turned her back on me because of this incident, it would’ve made breaking her curse that much harder.

Constantly covering for her with donations would’ve been a hassle too.

But since it was resolved… cheers to that.

Ding!

The crisp sound of my smartphone notification broke my thoughts.

I checked the screen, and there it was:

[Almost there.]

I let out a deep breath, a mix of relief and lingering nerves washing over me like a half-and-half pizza.

This was unavoidable, and I had brought it upon myself, so I tried to calm my heart.

As a hero… didn’t I promise to “save” Hero Forming?

‘I gave her the location, so she should be able to find her way here.’

Looking around, I noticed the crowd thinning out.

The bench I sat on, tucked away in a corner of the park, wasn’t drawing much attention either.


It was time…

‘Let’s get started.’

Today, I would finally uncover the curse that plagued Hero Forming.

And with it… her true identity.



 
  Chapter 23: Coming out


“Ugh, Dayoung, you’re such a drama queen. My stomach is churning. Can we slow down a bit?”

“If you throw up, I swear I’ll toss you in the washing machine and spin you around.”

“Sheesh, you… miserable frog.”

Swallowing the irritation rising from Pepe’s complaints, Dayoung pushed her feelings down her throat. 

‘Seriously, why did he insist on tagging along in the first place?’

Ignoring Pepe, who was whining about motion sickness inside the bag, Dayoung rushed to the designated meeting point she had been told about.

The message had come just two hours ago.

There wasn’t enough time to prepare for much, and she found herself quickening her pace as she moved.

“You went through all the trouble to bathe, dress up, and do God knows what else. You’re not even meeting a guy.”

“So what? Do you expect me to show up looking like a slob? And stop talking to me. If anyone sees us, we’ll get caught and dissected.”

Despite Pepe’s sharp tongue, his words oddly pricked her heart.

‘Why did I dress up so much?’

‘Is this some sort of debut?’

‘Who is this woman that I feel so nervous about meeting?’

Unable to vent her simmering irritation anywhere, Dayoung simply clenched her mouth shut.

***

She remembered when the woman had suggested this one-on-one meeting as her second favor, following their collaborative stream.

[You promised to grant my request…]

‘She said it wasn’t an unreasonable favor, but this…’

This felt like a bit much.

Still, Dayoung couldn’t refuse outright, having owed the woman in question. 

Yet she couldn’t shake her curiosity about the timing of the summons.

‘Why now?’

‘Is it because of that recent sniping incident?’

‘If that’s the case, wouldn’t the MS Room have been a better place to discuss it?’

‘The hacking controversy was settled, so what else could there be to say?’

‘Or is there some problem so sensitive it can’t be shared with anyone else? Did she actually use a real hack?’

The trail of questions spiraled into increasingly bleak assumptions, sowing anxiety in her chest.

“Huff, huff.”

Her chest heaved as she ran, her breath coming in shallow gasps. 

The cold air was at least a relief, preventing her makeup from being ruined by sweat.

She grumbled internally about how much easier it would be with a hero’s powers as she approached the location Friede had shared.

Then it hit her.

“Huh…?”

As Dayoung neared the meeting spot, she felt the shift. 

The world around her had changed.

Even though her powers were sealed, her senses, honed as a hero, rang loudly in her head like an alarm.

She was only a dozen or so meters from the meeting place, but the boundary between here and there felt like the edge of two separate worlds.

People walked by, seemingly unaffected or oblivious, going about their lives as if nothing were amiss.

The tension she felt now surpassed even the nuclear controversy that had erupted after arriving in Korea.

This wasn’t just related to her work as a streamer—it carried a level of danger belonging to another realm altogether.

‘Better be careful.’

Dayoung leaned down and whispered to Pepe, nestled in her bag.

“Pepe, can you sense it?”

“Of course I can. Are we at the meeting point?”

“Yeah, almost there.”

“Stay on your toes, Dayoung. If things go south, get ready to run.”

Nodding in silent agreement, Dayoung steeled herself.

Though she could only muster a fraction of a hero’s power for a few seconds at most, it would have to be enough.

Her hand instinctively moved to the brooch pinned to her chest as she took slow, deliberate steps toward the bench partially obscured by trees.

‘As expected…’

This was definitely the meeting spot Friede had indicated.

‘Why is something like this happening here, of all places?’

The lack of logic behind it only made the situation more unsettling.

Step by step, she rounded a curve and approached the agreed-upon location.

-Flash!-

A blinding golden light engulfed her vision, forcing her to shut her eyes tightly.

Startled by the sudden turn of events, Dayoung clenched the brooch in her hand and shouted.

“Pepe!”

Responding to her call, a brilliant white light enveloped her, transforming Pepe from a frog-shaped doll into a massive metallic staff.

Crimson flames seemed to dance through his red hair and ruby eyes.

A uniform of white and red, marked with blazing streaks, wrapped around Dayoung’s body as she returned to her hero form.

Clenching her teeth, she tried to suppress the overwhelming force of the world’s laws that limited her powers.

‘Even if it’s just for a moment…!’

As she awakened her hero’s strength, her vision began to clear, and she finally saw what stood before her.

What she saw was a familiar figure.

“Friede?”

Dayoung’s resolve to run wavered as she stared, dumbfounded, at the woman in front of her.

Clad in silver armor and a golden cape, the figure resembled Friede.

But this version of her emanated a sacred presence that couldn’t exist in virtual reality.

The golden aura embroidered across her armor and cape sparkled like a celestial galaxy—a radiance far beyond the capabilities of any VR system.

As she raised her head, golden hair swayed gently in the breeze.

Opening her eyes, Dayoung was met with the sapphire-blue gaze of the woman who stared directly at her.

“Nice to meet you,” the woman said, smiling.

Her voice, unmistakably Friede’s, was one Dayoung knew well from the MS Room.

But the divinity she exuded was something entirely foreign—an energy that could only come from a single type of being.

A hero.

“A… hero?” Dayoung muttered in disbelief.

[Another one?!]

Pepe’s horrified reaction echoed in her mind.

And so, standing there in the golden glow, were two women who had just revealed themselves to be heroes.

Perhaps she should have ordered something sweeter.

Sipping her americano nervously, Dayoung found her heart still racing with unease.

She had thought her connection to this world ended with Pepe, after defeating the Demon King.

Across from her, the woman sipped her tea with a serene smile.

Dayoung reflected on what had just transpired.

Overwhelmed by the flood of information, she looked at Sehee, who smiled softly and extended her hand.

“My name is Ji Sehee. I’m a former hero who was summoned to another world and has since returned. Now, I’m unemployed.”

“Ah, I….”

“Judging by your current appearance, it seems like you’re a hero too, Forming.”

Sehee gave a slight wink, leaving Dayoung in a state of panic.

‘Wait, this is way too sudden!’

The abrupt development felt like a narrative twist that was almost dizzying.

It was hard to dismiss Sehee’s claim as a lie when the unique aura of a hero emanated from her unmistakably.

Although their appearances differed, Dayoung knew that same energy well—it was the power she herself wielded.

As if singing in harmony, the powers of the two heroes resonated with each other, creating a subtle sense of unity.

Dayoung stared blankly at the hand covered in a pristine white gauntlet until Sehee tilted her head slightly.

“I just want to shake hands. Was that too abrupt?”

“Oh, no, it’s not that… I’m just confused….”

‘That “Hero of Light, Friede,” the player she had known, was actually a real hero?’

“I’m Park Dayoung,” she stammered.

Hurriedly taking Sehee’s hand, Dayoung lowered her gaze slightly, trying to hide her embarrassment.

From the moment she heard Sehee’s voice in the MS Room, she had a feeling, but now she truly understood that sometimes reality could be just as narratively cohesive as fiction.

‘That appearance… it’s like that “Opening Ceremony Sister” everyone talked about on the forums.’

‘Wait a second?’

As she lifted her head, Dayoung’s eyes widened as she took in Sehee’s features.

“Ahhh!”

“The Opening Ceremony Sister?!”

This unbelievable revelation crashed down on Dayoung like a ton of bricks.

The extraordinary player she met in virtual reality, who had saved her during the nuclear-sniping controversy, turned out to be not only a hero summoned from another world but also the beautiful woman known in online communities as the “Opening Ceremony Sister”?

‘This is insane!’

Dayoung clutched her head, overwhelmed by the absurdity of the situation.

This was too much to process.

Feeling awkward, Dayoung broke the silence first.

“Friede—no, Sehee—are you really a hero who saved another world?”

“Hmm, yes. It seems we were summoned to different worlds, but isn’t the situation fascinating?”

Sehee took a sip of her tea, then neatly lined up three sugar cubes on the table.

“There’s so much we don’t know about this world, and now we know at least two other worlds exist. If one is a coincidence, and two is a coincidence, then wouldn’t three be a necessity?”

“Are you saying there could be other heroes out there?”

“Yes, meeting you made me think that.”

Nodding, Sehee gazed out the window, her expression wistful. 

The city lights reflected in her eyes, shimmering like tears.

As she looked around briefly, Dayoung noticed people glancing at them with curiosity.

‘Ugh, this is uncomfortable.’

***

Sehee lowered her voice slightly, covering her mouth with her hand as if shielding her words.

“You’re curious why I wanted to meet you, right?”

“Well….”

It would be a lie to say she wasn’t curious.

Dayoung couldn’t help but feel drawn to Sehee’s demeanor as she traced her fingers along her teacup, lost in thought.

‘Does she have some kind of magnetic charm? Or is this just narrative coherence at work?’

Even the way Sehee swirled her tea with a teaspoon and rested her chin on her hand while gazing out the window seemed like something out of a painting.

“I wanted to meet you for no particular reason at first. I didn’t even know you were a hero. But then, while watching your streams, I noticed something strange.”

“Something strange?”

“Did Pepe appear on my stream? No, that’s not possible. I stream in virtual reality, so Pepe wouldn’t show up.”

“Mmph!”

Pepe let out a silent cry of frustration from inside the bag, clearly annoyed.

Sehee chuckled softly and waved her hand dismissively.

“No, not your frog friend. It was something else.”

“You’ve been cursed, Dayoung. Didn’t you realize your streams have been stuck in obscurity?”

“What?”

Dayoung blinked in confusion as Sehee tilted her head, as if to say, “Of course you didn’t know.”

‘What kind of nonsense is this?!’

“I was browsing Soul Warfare streams when I came across your channel. There was this faint, sinister energy lingering around it.”

“And you think that’s my channel?”

“Exactly. It’s some kind of curse. The message it conveys is amusing, though. It basically says, ‘Ignore this stream.'”

‘So all this time, I’ve been struggling because of some stupid curse?!’

“Wait a minute. I have a decent sense for these things after my awakening. How did I miss it?”

“It was cheap but discreet, targeting only your viewers, not you directly. And let’s face it, your hero’s intuition doesn’t work well on Earth.”

Sehee shrugged, as if to say, ‘What a bargain-bin curse,’ leaving Dayoung clutching her head in frustration.

“That’s why I became interested in your streams, Dayoung.”

“Mmph!”

Pepe once again let out a muffled cry of protest from the bag.

“Your frog seems to be struggling.”

“Ah, Pepe doesn’t like being confined. Let’s step outside and talk.”


“Sure, let’s go somewhere else. Like….”

Sehee’s gaze curved mischievously, though it was hard to dislike her expression.

“Your place, maybe?”

‘She’s moving way too fast!’




 
  Chapter 24: When going to an unfamiliar place, let’s start with preparation


Taking a taxi from in front of the café, it seemed we traveled for about 20 minutes.

When I arrived near her home and got out, it wasn’t for a particularly big reason that I was surprised.

It was because the place where Dayoung lived wasn’t too far from the neighborhood where I had lived before being summoned to another world.

‘Ah, I used to hang out with friends around these streets, go to PC rooms, play basketball, and just have so much fun…’

Looking at the familiar streets of this neighborhood, I wondered what emotions I should feel to be normal.

Nostalgia? Longing? Joy?

I didn’t know.

‘It was hard to clearly distinguish them, so how could I organize these emotions to calm my heart?’

While walking along the street, following Dayoung, I saw a convenience store ahead.

The time displayed on the smartphone screen was already nearing 10 o’clock.

I thought it might be good to reorganize my thoughts after creating a bit of chaos first.

For example… with alcohol or something.

‘But, would that be okay?’

The carefree thoughts I’d indulge in at my own home began to creak like an unlubricated machine at the thought of visiting someone else’s house.

‘If I brought this up here, would Dayoung go along with it?’

After completing my mission as a hero and returning to my homeland, I hadn’t worried about things like this before.

‘Well, it can’t be helped.’

The relaxed demeanor I’d always had was morphing into a pretense of composure in front of the new hero, Dayoung.

‘The shared identity of being heroes who had saved another world might put us on equal footing, wouldn’t it?’

Without the upper hand of being a hero, even I ended up watching how others reacted.

‘Ah, I really am such a coward.’

After mulling it over for a moment, I shook my head to clear my thoughts.

‘I don’t know. Let’s just go for it.’

“Let’s buy some alcohol and snacks and take them in.”

It was the first time I realized that Dayoung’s eyes, which I’d always found adorably big, could grow even wider.

‘She’s so cute.’

Causality pursues a process and result grounded in rationality, yet everything can crumble and reassemble anew when struck by captivating emotions.

‘For instance, if someone with breathtakingly beautiful looks asked for a favor, how many would refuse?’

With just the single factor of appearance, the course of a story can drift into absurd twists effortlessly.

At first, as a viewer, then as an interviewer, then as a savior, and now as a housewarming guest and reality meetup…

The beginning of my connection with Sehee had no particularly unique traits, but…

‘This is all moving too fast.’

An inexplicable sense of danger washed over me, as if I might end up giving away everything, even my liver and gallbladder.

I never thought I was naive enough to hear the word “pushover” about myself, but today I truly felt it.

Causality exists!

And one more thing…

“Let’s buy some alcohol and snacks and take them in.”

Sehee’s sudden interjections always carried unparalleled intensity.

“We’re going to drink alcohol at my house?”

Dayoung’s eyes widened in shock, round as saucers.

In the end, as she nodded, it somehow made her look like a child regressing under her mother’s guidance, making her face flush hotly.

Ordinarily, even close acquaintances would hesitate to act this way, yet I found myself going along with Sehee, who seemed ready for a drinking party.

Though we’d only just met in real life and chatted soberly, Dayoung’s face didn’t suggest she was thick-skinned…

Perhaps, without the sequence of events in virtual reality and the keyword of “hero,” this meeting would never have happened.

‘Still… isn’t this better?’

I thought that human relationships required many elements to be painted onto a white canvas to truly complete, and they didn’t necessarily form through time alone.

Even within a short period, alcohol acted as an item that could mix different colors, creating new shades and fostering connections with others.

That’s why I decided to go along with Sehee’s rhythm.

The casual pace at which we headed toward the convenience store was unusual.

‘Her being so laid-back must be the mark of a master.’

“Beer for the alcohol? And jerky and nuts for the snacks. Sounds good?”

“Ah, yes…”

“How about this for the drink? How much can you handle?”

“If it’s beer, I can drink plenty….”

“Really?” Sehee’s eyes sparkled as if she’d discovered something new.

She seemed to enjoy breaking the ice and communicating, even with strangers she’d just met…

Feeling like she was at an emotional disadvantage, Dayoung pouted slightly.

But Sehee merely chuckled and let it slide, making Dayoung feel like the bad guy for no reason, and she turned her head away.

The sense of shadowboxing alone left her feeling strangely defeated.

After buying eight cans of beer and various snacks, we stepped out of the convenience store to find it was already nearing 10 o’clock.

“Dayoung, your house is nearby, right?”

As we walked along the alleyway, Sehee suddenly stopped and asked, as if recalling something, and Dayoung nodded.

“That’s right. If we walk for about five more minutes from here, we’ll be there. Why?”

“Hmm, if it’s that far, this should be a good spot.”

The densely packed residential area had neatly arranged alleyways, but it felt desolate now with no one around.

After glancing around and determining there were no issues, Sehee took a deep breath and closed her eyes.

“Huh?”

Dayoung tilted her head in confusion, but before she could say anything…

A soft radiance, like starlight, began emanating from Sehee’s body.

It wasn’t intense, but the quiet force of an unchallengeable law seeped into the surroundings.

The starlight gathered in her hand flowed outwards, spreading through this world to establish a new order.

Dayoung, startled, tried to say something, but Pepe’s indignant muttering came first.

“A sanctification?”

Dayoung could only nod silently at the sharp words from Pepe, who was clattering away in her bag.

It wasn’t easy to agree with his crude tone, but she couldn’t deny it.

The ability Sehee had displayed was something beyond Dayoung’s understanding—an entirely different level.

‘Is that even possible on Earth? Wait… now that I think about it, she did something like this in the park too.’

While Dayoung and Pepe stood frozen in place, Sehee glanced around, looking satisfied, and spoke.

“Hmm, it’s been a while since I last used this, but it seems to be working fine. Let’s go.”

“W-Wait. What did you just do? Why all of a sudden…?”

At Dayoung’s stunned question, Sehee blinked and gave a gentle smile.

“To catch the source of the curse, of course. If it’s just a simple spell, that’s one thing, but what if there’s an entity implementing the spell? We wouldn’t want any unnecessary trouble, so I made sure to preemptively trap it.”

“No way…”

“You didn’t think I’d visit your home without considering all that, did you?”

Dayoung flinched inwardly. 

‘Wait, I didn’t just invite her on a whim, did I? Was this really about… removing a curse?’

“Are you here to break a curse?”

“That’s right. Think of it as exorcism work, as a hero. To put it simply…”

Sehee placed a slender finger to her lips in a “shh” gesture, her voice teasingly brushing against Dayoung’s ears.

“It’s like a magic trick.”

A magic trick…

Using her hero’s powers on Earth at this level of mastery—it made sense, somehow.

‘She’s not wrong.’

Her mischievous smile, paired with a wink, made her look both cheeky and alluring.

***

Dayoung’s home turned out to be a typical villa-style family residence.

It felt oddly familiar, perhaps because it resembled the environment I had lived in before being summoned to another world.

As soon as we stepped inside, something in the corner of the house caught my attention.

“Over there, is that your room, Dayoung?”

“Ah, yes. You found it right away?”

“Of course…”

Given how deeply it was burrowed in, it made sense that even Dayoung, another hero, hadn’t noticed it before.

Following her lead, we entered the room, which was clearly set up for a streamer.

A fully equipped computer setup stood next to a neatly arranged virtual reality device.

Unlike my own, hers was a compact headset type, so small it seemed barely noticeable.

Looking at it, I wondered how such a small device could even handle virtual reality games. 

It made me realize how luxurious my own environment was.

‘Hmm, money really is everything.’

After scanning the surroundings briefly, I reached inside a chair and pulled with all my strength.

-Crrrack!

The sound was like tearing a bug from its shell—a black mass ripped out of the space, clutched in my hand.

“W-What?”

This must be what they call “wide-eyed shock.” Dayoung was clearly taken aback.

After all, if something like this were hiding in her room, anyone would be in for a surprise.

“This…”

Ah, is it something familiar? Dayoung seemed to recognize what I was holding.

Since it wasn’t a simple curse, of course, she would know.

But the next words out of her mouth were so shocking, even I, who was holding it, was startled.

“The Demon King?”

“What?”

‘Why was that name being brought up here?’

And in this situation, neither Dayoung nor I ended up making the biggest fuss.

“Ugh, damn it! I thought I’d suffocate in there!”

Bursting out with the force of a bag being torn open was a winged frog-like creature, hopping out with a “poof.”

I had seen it briefly in the park before, but since we were outside, I’d stuffed it back into the bag quickly. 

This was the first time I had gotten a proper look.

Noticing my gaze, the frog-like creature waved at me with a sly grin.

‘That’s… unsettling.’

‘Was it sly? Sinister? It gave off a vibe entirely out of place for something meant to accompany a hero.’

“Nice to meet you, pal! I’m Pepe.”

Of course, its mouth matched its appearance—far from ordinary.

“A fellow countryman, huh!”

Pepe, as he introduced himself, inspected the black mass in my hand and clicked his tongue in frustration.

“My gosh! Dayoung, you fool! Didn’t I tell you to clean up properly?”

“I-I thought I did a good enough job!”

“Good enough? The Demon King managed to drag himself into this world looking like a rat, and you call that clean?”

Ah, it seemed like they knew something.

Apparently, Hero Dayoung’s cleanup job during her battle with the Demon King had been far from thorough.

“I told you to follow the standard process and take him down by the book, but look at this mess!”

“But the standard process would’ve kept me there for at least five years! Do you know how bad that would’ve been for my health?”

“And you managed to shave it down to two years and get out as a small-time streamer?”

“Grr…!”

-Kapow!

Dayoung’s karate chop smashed Pepe’s head into a V-shape, leaving him slumped on the floor.

‘He’s not dead, right?’


“Sorry about him. He’s not usually like this, but somehow…”

“It’s fine. He seems to be adapting well to this world, at least.”

‘Was she teasing?’

Seeing her cheeks puff up like a squirrel with a mouthful of acorns, I couldn’t help but find it endearing.



 
  Chapter 25: Drunken truth


The main quest was considered completed, so from now on, I could just relax and enjoy.

Aside from dark beer and snacks, Dayoung had brought various treats from around the house.

She even took out the soju that had been carefully stored in the fridge as a bonus.

“Heh heh, Demon Lord Shifullyun. You’ve really become a total bastard.”

Wooong!

A frog doll, which was poking the Demon Lord trapped in the sanctuary with a wooden chopstick whose origin was unknown.

And a black smoke orb trembling with anger.

I heard that the Demon Lord in the world Dayoung was summoned to was a fragment, they said.

Even if it’s shattered, is it still the Demon Lord? I never thought it would be scheming like this.

‘How strange.’

I, too, was once summoned to another world as a hero, but the scene before me was definitely a spectacle I could never get used to.

Is there any other Demon Lord who has faced such humiliation? It felt like there was a huge gap between the Demon Lord I had defeated and this one.

Moreover, that skinny frog doll seemed to have been localized in a rather strange direction, which made it feel extremely out of place.

‘Was there ever a hero party member who spoke like that?’

Well… maybe it was because the most important matter had been resolved, or because I felt at ease, but I was feeling more generous about everything now.

***

Opening a can of dark beer, I took a sip, the smooth coating on my throat and the sharp, tingling sensation slowly lifting my mood.

“Isn’t that a bit too much?”

“Oh, it’s fine. This much is okay… By the way, isn’t your drinking pace pretty fast, Dayoung?”

“I’m fine, really.”

Perhaps feeling a little embarrassed, she quickly emptied her remaining glass.

I was sure she had said that she could drink as much beer as she wanted back at the convenience store.

The beers we were holding were the last cans we had bought from that store.

‘Is she already drunk?’ It’s cute.

As we sipped our drinks, I watched the frog doll tormenting the Demon Lord, and Dayoung let out a sigh.

When I looked more closely, I noticed her eyes were moist with tears.

“Now that I think about it, it’s ridiculous.”

“Isn’t it? After all the effort I put into broadcasting, I ended up with nothing because of a failed project.”

‘Was everything she had worked for being denied by some illogical fate?’

Now that I think about it, she probably felt like the most unjust person in the world.

She had been a successful and promising streamer, but after being summoned to another world, she had spent two years there and returned with nothing, having lost all her future prospects.

She tried to restart her broadcasting career, but she had spent almost a whole year tangled up in this disaster.

Naturally, she was exhausted, angry, and overwhelmed by all kinds of emotions.

So, a question suddenly came to mind, and I asked.

“Why do you continue being a streamer, Dayoung?”

“It started with curiosity, but then, as I kept doing it, I found broadcasting to be fun.”

It was surprisingly simple.

At first, she was nervous and trembling, but later, she enjoyed it.

She also liked making money. 

The interaction with viewers gave her comfort.

It was the kind of story you’d expect from a streamer whose career had gone well.

When she returned to Korea, she said she couldn’t find another path.

Her studies were delayed, and going back to school was difficult.

The main reason, however, was that she needed income immediately.

“My mother is in the hospital. It’s been months… and the situation isn’t great, so I didn’t have time to prepare and ended up streaming again. Right? What could a 20-something woman with a middle school education do to earn money? In the end, I almost died from a failed project… Ugh, why am I crying?”

“Dayoung, I’m here for you, you know.”

“It’s worse because you’re here.”

At Dayoung’s blunt remark, the frog doll, now frustrated, began poking the Demon Lord again with its chopstick.

After hearing her story, I realized that her situation was much worse than mine.

While I had struggled as a hero in another world, it was nothing compared to what Dayoung had gone through.

However, I had received the proper reward and returned, so things had worked out in the end.

On the other hand, all she had left was nothing, and the only thing she had gained was that winged green frog.

‘This could have been dangerous.’

Although the power of heroes was suppressed by the laws of this world…

‘If she were to choose self-destruction, she could probably wield a hero’s strength for at least one day.’

If Dayoung’s heart had been broken, and if that Demon Lord had somehow parasitized her body with a miraculous chance…

It could have resulted in a major disaster. 

Normally, with a hero’s strong mental resilience, she’d be able to resist, but that didn’t mean she was invincible.

Now that I thought of it, I realized that the Demon Lord had to be killed quickly.

I pointed my finger at the Demon Lord, who was being humiliated by the frog doll in the sanctuary, and said.

“Hero Death Beam.”

Phakin!

The Demon Lord, who couldn’t even scream before disappearing into a golden laser shot from my finger.

“Dammit! Why did you kill it already, you idiot.”

When the toy disappeared, the frog doll began to complain like a child.

If someone saw this, they’d think you were the Demon Lord.

Though most of the conversation centered around Dayoung, it helped wash away the awkwardness between us like the ebb of the tide.

It’s true that a person can find comfort and renewed energy just by venting about their struggles.

With alcohol already involved, I didn’t think there was anything to hold back anymore.

Somehow… as we talked about this and that, I started to think that, as fellow heroes, this kind of openness was really fine.

“Dayoung, may I ask how old you are?”

“Huh? I’m twenty-one this year.”

“Ah, I’m twenty-two…”

Actually, I’m older than that, but it felt more appropriate to give my age based on my current identity.

Since she was younger, I could say it without hesitation… and so these words slipped out.

“Should we drop the formalities?”

At my response, Dayoung blinked rapidly with wide eyes like a startled rabbit before puffing out her cheeks and complaining.

“We’re already not using honorifics.”

When things got awkward and I didn’t know what words to use, alcohol seemed to be the best solution.

Seeing Dayoung casually drop the formalities, I realized that alcohol makes everyone more honest, and it’s the most convenient cheat code. 

Of course, it could be harmful if overdone.

She was munching on a piece of beef jerky, looking like a carnivorous squirrel.

It was only after we reached this point that I found myself observing Dayoung more closely.

Her smooth black hair lightly brushed her shoulder, and her big, bouncy eyes had a youthful, almost teenage quality that was endearing.

She looked like the kind of girl who would be popular in school, the type to trigger a protective instinct in boys.

‘This was the kind of face that might be popular among otaku,’ I thought.

However, the vibe between us was a bit different from the usual hero formation, and there was a slight gap between virtual reality and real life, even though I had already known this from watching her streams.

‘Was this something intentionally staged?’

At that moment, our gazes met in the air.

As I was lost in thought, Dayoung was likely lost in her own too.

She absentmindedly stroked her beer can before suddenly asking, out of nowhere:

“Can I call you ‘unnie’ (older sister)?”

“Oh, of course— wait a second…”

The response I had in mind lingered in my mouth before I swallowed it back.

“Unnie? Oppa?”

Suddenly, my brain stumbled over the issue of how to address each other.

‘There had been countless times when people referred to me as ‘unnie’ or ‘a woman,’ but could I really let Dayoung call me that?’

‘If my body is like this, does my mind follow it as well?’

‘If so, what happens to the memory and mind from before I was summoned to this world?’

If someone asked me whether I had ever thought of myself as a woman…

‘No.’

In a short span of time, my mind was overwhelmed with various thoughts.

The silence didn’t last long, though, as the alcohol gave me the clarity to answer right away.

I didn’t want to lie. 

This had to do with my true self, not anything else…

“Call me ‘oppa.’”

“…Why?”

I was surprised by how calmly she asked.

“I’m a man.”

Dayoung tilted her head, clearly confused.

It seemed like she didn’t immediately understand, her mind buffering for a moment.

Finally, she frowned and seemed to blame herself for not getting it.

“There’s no man with such a voice and chest. Oh, wait…”

Her face twisted slightly, and her voice wavered. 

I could easily imagine what she was thinking.

“Did you have gender reassignment surgery? Are you transgender?”

“No. I didn’t have surgery. I’ve completely changed. My body is fully female.”

“Ah…”

Dayoung seemed to roughly understand from my answer, though her expression was hard to describe.

It wasn’t that she was disgusted, but the awkwardness was too much to overcome, even with alcohol.

As a result, I found myself making an awkward explanation.

“When I was summoned to this world, I received the goddess’s blessing, and my body ended up changing to be exactly like hers. They said it can’t be fixed. Isn’t it funny?”

“Oh, right. I see.”

She seemed to accept it as if she were hypnotizing herself into agreeing, giving up on logical understanding.

Maybe it was the alcohol helping her come to terms with it.

‘Or perhaps it was a form of escapism?’


At that moment, the frog doll—Pepe—flew over, making a face and wiggling its mouth.

“Heh heh, what kind of chaos is this? All the heroes are insane. I wonder if Dayoung here is overflowing with gender sensitivity?”

Kkang!

This time, my chopstick hit Pepe, the frog doll, on the head.



 
  Chapter 26: Just as expected, it’s impossible!


The sight of her lifting the glass so casually made Dayoung puff up her cheeks.

‘She was definitely trying to ward off the drunkenness with the power of the hero, wasn’t she?’

For some reason, feeling deceived and frustrated, Dayoung downed the wine in the glass in one go.

The fragrant aroma and the dry, astringent aftertaste stung her throat.

‘Ugh, it’s bitter.’

She hastily stuffed a handful of cookies into her mouth as a distraction.

“You’re going to get fat if you keep eating like that.”

“I won’t.”

“Dayoung, are you drunk?”

“I’m not drunk!”

She was definitely drunk, though.

Sehee’s comment made her irritated for no reason.

Was the dizziness in her head really caused by being drunk?

Could it be the overload of information from that absurd coming-out moment, making her brain short-circuit?

‘A man…’

In a world filled with magic and supernatural abilities, it didn’t seem entirely impossible.

But now that she saw it in person, it was hard to make a quick judgment.

***

‘Maybe I should have just kept quiet.’

If she had just called her “older sister” and let it pass quietly, she wouldn’t have to deal with this headache now.

A small complaint stirred up a ripple in her once-calm mind, and Dayoung lowered her head.

Ah, to have such thoughts about someone who saved me…

‘How messed up must I be?’

As the self-loathing blossomed in her heart, she drank the remaining wine in one go, as if to pluck the petals from the flower.

“Mmm…”

The dizziness that she couldn’t explain made Dayoung press her hand to her forehead and lean back against the bed.

Ah, it’s hitting me now since I haven’t drunk in a while. 

My head is spinning.

While she was confused, the person who had made that remark was casually munching on a cookie with no care in the world.

What’s funny is that she thought Sehee could easily turn this into a mukbang broadcast later.

Her instinct as a streamer, sharp as always, made her neck tingle.

***

“If you’re confused, I’m sorry.”

“Hmm, it’s not that…”

At that moment, a voice interrupted them with an eerie chuckle. 

Pepe, whose skull had a V-shape, stood up and began to fly toward them.

“Heh, of course you’re confused. If I became a TS, would I turn into one of those super kawaii nerdy girl characters?”

“Pepe, shut up. Know when to stay quiet.”

“Mm.”

After a brief exchange, Sehee grabbed the fainted Pepe and shoved a cookie into her mouth one by one as she spoke.

“Actually, I’m not used to it either… But I can’t just tell anyone, can I?”

“I’m fine with it.”

“Ugh, it’s suffocating! Ugh!”

As Sehee stuffed the tenth cookie into Pepe’s mouth, she stared at Dayoung with a conflicted expression.

“Dayoung, you and I are both heroes, right? So, I thought maybe you could understand me better than others…”

“Well, sometimes I get insanely lonely too. People might say I can just make friends outside, but I get confused because I’ve changed so much.”

After stuffing the thirteenth cookie in, Sehee freed Pepe and took a sip of her wine.

“Well, maybe I’m just drunk and thinking nonsense.”

She wrapped it up without much thought. 

Her confidence was as thick as pork belly.

***

“So… What about your family or friends?”

Without being able to bring herself to say “older sister” or “older brother,” she asked quietly.

Sehee blinked a few times before slowly closing her eyes. 

With a subdued voice, she replied.

“They’ve all passed away. It was about two years before I was summoned to this world.”

“Oh, I’m sorry…”

“No, it’s okay. I’ve already come to terms with it. And as for friends… Well, it’s like I’ve made my return after ten years. They’re all married by now, so how could I just approach them looking like this?”

“Isn’t that right?” She shrugged her shoulders lightly, as if trying to show that she was okay.

‘What’s this? Why is she acting like it doesn’t bother her?’ Now, I feel like I’m the bad one.

Her mood darkened, and her headache worsened.

Ah, I really must be drunk. 

I’m getting all sentimental for no reason.

‘Was that it?’ Maybe that’s why Sehee, who was right in front of me, looked so lonely as she took another sip from her wine glass.

‘Could it be that as the last hero left in this world… she looked so lonely?’

If she’s a hero…

‘It should end with a happy ending, right?’

Just as she saved me, maybe I can help her too.

Because I’m a hero too.

As soon as this thought reached her mind, her cheeks flushed with heat.

Thoughts and emotions are such different creatures, and even though she tried to say it out loud, her lips automatically pressed together.

The night ended with the tension of unspoken feelings hanging in the air.

Already, it was early morning. 

Dayoung suggested that Sehee stay over.

Whether it was the wine loosening her up or because they were both heroes, she wasn’t sure.

But she felt that she couldn’t just let her go now.

It was mid-February, and the weather was perfect for an excuse, as it was the time of year when one could easily catch a cold if they went out.

Though whether this excuse would actually work for a hero, she wasn’t sure.

***

“Hey, you guys. I’m going to sleep. Orolong.”

There was almost nothing to clean up, so it only took a moment to tidy up and spread a blanket on the floor.

Pepe, who had the magical ability to fall asleep within a second of closing his eyes, had already passed out.

Leaning back against the soft cushions of the bed, Dayoung, still holding onto the blurry remnants of her mind, gazed out the window.

The cold night sky was as clear as it was cold, and the starlight seemed to add a certain charm to her heavy heart.

As a hero, she recalled the stories she had always heard.

Yes, they always said it’s not about appearances; it’s about the heart.

On this quiet, peaceful night, in the dimly lit room, a small courage seemed to rise within her.

After tossing and turning a bit, Dayoung whispered softly, barely loud enough to be heard.

“Thank you, oppa…”

Thank you, Hero.

“Thank you, oppa…”

The whisper from behind tickled my ears and brought a smile to my face.

Deciding to come out was a spur-of-the-moment choice, but I regretted it, realizing it might not have been the best decision.

It could have led to a broken relationship.

But hearing her voice now, it felt like a signal that she had accepted me.

For now, I should just enjoy the simple joy of making a new connection.

“Heh…”

I quickly covered my mouth.

My lips were curling up, and I held back my laughter, careful not to break the silence.

I made sure neither Da-young nor anyone else could hear.

I felt good. 

She called me oppa.

Even though I looked like this, I could still feel my mind was perfectly normal.

‘Still, I need to be careful.’

With a sense of relief, I promised myself to avoid making such confessions in the future.

How Da-young would act toward me from now on, only time would tell.

I pushed those thoughts away. 

My head was dizzy from the alcohol, and I didn’t have the energy to think any further.

For now… I closed my eyes, succumbing to the sleep that was steadily taking over.

“Umm…”

My mind was hazy. 

Whether from the alcohol or just the sleepiness, my body felt heavy.

When the morning sunlight pricked my eyes, I frowned and turned in bed, but it was already too late.

The sunlight seemed to seep into my eyes, and I slowly opened them despite the dazed feeling.

Just as I thought that the sunlight would warm me, I could feel it shining into my eyes.

“Did you wake up, Da-young-gei?”

Ah, the morning was beautiful, but the greeting was terrible.

“Umm. What time is it?”

“It’s still 9 AM.”

So it’s not too late.

I shook my messy hair and got up, noticing the neatly arranged blankets in front of me.

That’s when I remembered what had happened last night, and my foggy brain reluctantly started to work.

“Umm… what about oppa?”

“You want to call the person who took you away ‘oppa’?”

“Shut up…”

“He’s probably in the bathroom, washing up.”

Ah, so he was still here.

He had a quirky personality, so I thought he might have left by now, but I guess I was worrying for nothing.

A wave of fatigue hit me, and I began to nod off again, feeling the soft bed and the sunlight surrounding me.

***

The sound of the bathroom door opening and closing echoed from afar.

Then came the quiet footsteps approaching. 

Ah, so he’s done washing up.

I tried to open my eyes, but something was blocking the light, and I felt something slightly cold against my skin.

It felt pleasant, and I wished it would stay there for a bit longer.

“Did you wake up?”

Ah, it was oppa’s voice.

When I nodded, Se-hee removed her hand from my eyes.

“I ordered some porridge nearby. Let’s eat.”

“Okay, got it.”

“Eh, porridge doesn’t taste good. Gei, let’s order something else.”

“Beef, shrimp, and abalone porridge.”

“Ah, that sounds delicious. Beef, shrimp, and abalone is a perfect combination.”

“Pfft.”

I couldn’t help but laugh at Pepe’s sudden change of attitude.

As my eyes adjusted to the light, I slowly stood up, but suddenly froze in place.

“…Huh?”

In front of me stood Se-hee, the one I had called ‘oppa.’

Her neck, gleaming with golden hair as if molten gold was flowing through it, glowed under the sunlight, radiating like porcelain.

And below it…

Right in front of me, two objects swayed, asserting their presence.

I felt as though two enormous monsters were in front of me, and my pupils began to shake.

‘Did he have implants or something?’

Despite their enormous size, they didn’t seem grotesque at all. 

They maintained perfect shape, as if defying gravity.

“That’s too much.”

“Huh?”

‘What was that all of a sudden?’

Ignoring Se-hee’s puzzled expression, I squeezed my eyes shut and shouted.

“How can I call you oppa with those boobs?! That’s impossible! Impossible! Impossible!”

“Uh?”

I shoved Pepe, who was wobbling in front of me, and ran to the bathroom.


“From now on, I’m calling you unnie!”

Boom, boom!

“Calling an I-cup woman ‘oppa’ was really pushing it.”

I ran off, ignoring the absurd comment from Pepe, and Se-hee just stared after me, bewildered.



 
  Chapter 27: Preparation


It was the day I would take my first step as the much-anticipated game streamer.

Following Da-young’s advice, after a few days of rest, I was finally beginning. 

It had truly been a long and harsh period, like a rusted lump of iron.

Now that I was thinking about starting today, it didn’t feel real, as if I were gazing at a dreamy autumn sunset. 

I spun the gaming chair I was sitting in, almost like a mechanical doll on a winding path.

The ticking second hand on the clock and the slowly turning chair made me feel like a puppet being mocked in front of people.

‘Game streamer…’

Maybe being a streamer was similar to the position of a puppet.

Playing a game and broadcasting it live on the internet.

A profession that earns income through viewer donations and advertisements.

In other words, since attention from viewers is crucial, I might not be entirely free from their demands.

Of course, thinking that this would necessarily lead to unpleasant experiences is closer to speculation.

Even without focusing on games, the profession of being a full-time streamer has been well-rooted in society for decades through various broadcast themes.

Now, it is a common occupation, and the negative perceptions of the past have mostly faded.

Of course, there are still those who look at it negatively, like seeing dried food waste or the crushed remains of a small animal on a car.

But, if it had stopped here, it would have faded like a will-o’-the-wisp. Striving for a better path is a natural desire and part of human progress.

They say in ten years, even the mountains and rivers change, and after 30 years, it had clearly transformed.

‘Compared to the 2020s, this is nothing.’

Healthy and diverse content.

Maintaining streamer dignity.

Improvement of viewers’ perception and etiquette.

High income.

Just as the seasons change, leaving new, clean traces in the world, changes continue to accumulate, like data stored in a computer, one after another.

They say, “Little by little, a mountain is made.” These activities are now recognized as a legitimate profession, even by the older generation.

I stopped spinning the chair. 

The brake had been applied, and I could feel a vibration in my Achilles tendon as it stopped.

Da-young said she would help with some setups in the MS Room, but I didn’t feel at ease sitting still like a pile of useless garbage.

‘Know the enemy and know yourself, and you will win every battle.’

I thought I might need some preliminary knowledge, so I looked it up on the internet.

First of all, the platform I was going to use was the Switch channel.

It was one of the top platforms in the industry, famous even before being summoned to this world.

For someone like me, a newbie streamer, it might seem a bit reckless, but isn’t it better to play in the big leagues?

Fighting in a small puddle would only make me sluggish, like a worm buried in mud.

Moreover, it was known to be the most compatible platform for streaming internet broadcasts in the virtual MS Room.

Last time, I had searched Soul Warfare, but this time, I sorted the channels by famous streamers, and the number was incredibly overwhelming.

The number of streamers could form an army, and there were countless interwoven interests.

Especially, the ranking of Soul Warfare streamers had never fallen below third place.

‘They’ve all face-revealed.’

There were a few female streamers in Soul Warfare, and it was quite unusual that they all face-revealed.

What is face-revealing? It means showing one’s face publicly.

For female streamers, this can be a sensitive topic.

Once a face is revealed, personal information becomes exposed, and especially for pretty and popular female streamers, stalkers and malicious fans can cause a lot of trouble, sometimes even ruining their lives.

No matter the era, some unpleasant tastes always exist.

So, I remember that many streamers who embraced mystique and didn’t reveal their faces used to be quite common.

‘Has the advent of virtual reality solved these issues and changed the trend?’

Of course, there are still some things that don’t change, like a massive mountain standing still.

‘Not much has changed.’

Among female streamers doing Soul Warfare broadcasts, skilled ones were as rare as finding a needle in a desert.

Besides Da-young, who had entered the women’s league, the high-tier users in the female category had virtually disappeared from history.

Of course, there were some standout players, like the pro gamer ‘Lotus,’ who had reached the Challenger tier.

She was previously affiliated with STK, the same organization as the famous Warden from Soul Warfare.

She was the undisputed top in the Soul Warfare female league.

Even other female pro gamers only reached Grand Master level, so her exceptional skills stood out.

Typically, the skill gap among female gamers is extremely wide, almost like separate ocean currents passing through each other.

In that sense, Da-young could be seen as being in the middle, like the sea where two currents accidentally mixed.

Before meeting me, her tier was Diamond, and she was very close to Master, even in the top 1 tier.

“Shall I log in soon?”

The broadcast was scheduled for 6 PM, but I needed to log in earlier to prepare.

As I entered the virtual reality device, I sighed, feeling the comfort a caterpillar might experience as it wrapped itself in its cocoon.

Since all streamers’ performances extend from this stage, the MS Room is considered the main arena in virtual reality.

***

[Message: Preparing for the stream.]

It had been 20 minutes since I sat, waiting on the plush sofa cushions…

A new notification flashed in the corner of my vision, like a candle flickering, announcing that Forming had logged in.

Forming, huh…

‘Did she abandon the Hero badge?’

Did she think the name Hero Forming didn’t quite fit?

They say others’ rice cakes always seem bigger, and seeing Forming’s changed ID, I too had a sudden desire to change mine.

“Hey, sis.”

“Forming, welcome.”

It wasn’t intentional, but somehow we ended up greeting each other like an inconvenience duo, as if we were mooching off an old neighbor’s house.

“You changed your ID?”

“That jerk, Pepe, kept making me look bad with my ID. So, I just came back as Forming.”

“Ah…”

I paused for a moment, offering a brief moment of silence for Pepe, whose skull was likely crushed in the shape of a ‘V’ because of that incident.

Calming her emotions, Da-young asked me, as though interrogating a suspect.

“So, what’s with the outfit? What happened to the character you showed before?”

“Oh, this? Now that I’m broadcasting, I thought I’d change it up for the content.”

The outfit I was wearing was a Hero’s armor, though with a slight alteration.

It was based on the original Hero’s gear, but with some minor changes to reduce the overall weight.

Well, the conclusion was simple.

“Why are you wearing this when you could be in the awesome armor? And what’s that under the armor?”

The once-dazzling Hero’s armor was now replaced with something more commonly seen on the internet—something akin to a butterfly emerging from a cocoon, an item with extreme defense.

It was now the Bikini Armor and Dolphin Pants.

I wouldn’t say anything if it didn’t suit me, but looking at it now, it strangely did, so I kept it.

“Somehow, it feels wrong.”

I lightly stroked the back of my neck where a tingling sensation was spreading from her sharp gaze.

I understood why Da-young wasn’t ready to accept this change. 

The heavy-duty armor was supposed to have a dignified feel, wrapping the body neatly. 

It made sense that she was struggling with it, not being able to accept this new wind of change.

But then again, winter and summer clothing can’t always be the same.

The character, Hero of Light, Friede, once had a concept of heavy armor, but now, as Friede, the player was aiming to break away from that image.

“Did you change how you see me just because I didn’t call you ‘oppa’?”

I hastily tried to explain as I saw Da-young’s expression go blank, like a city after a blackout.

“Well, it’s not like I’m covering anything. This outfit’s not a problem, right?”

“No, it’s just that you’re still a gamer streamer. Why change genres?”

“Don’t worry. This is the limit, I’m not going to do anything beyond that. It’s just gaming from here on out.”

“Hmm…”

Her eyes narrowed, sharp like a hawk hunting its prey.

Da-young seemed to scrutinize me for a while, searching for weaknesses. 

But eventually, she sighed and gave her subtle advice.

“I don’t really care how you do your broadcast; it’s your freedom. But I hope you don’t throw away your integrity. The trend right now isn’t just about stripping down.”

“Ah, I should definitely listen to you, Da-young.”

See? She’s so embarrassed when I praise her. 

She tries to act nonchalant.

Da-young is just too worried about everything.

“Should we start preparing for the broadcast now?”

“Wait, hold on. First, let’s do this.”

I quickly manipulated the settings console and entered the process to change my ID.

[ID Change: Hero of Light Friede → Friede]

The ID was too long, and anyway, it was just too cluttered to read or remember.

As a streamer, not just the broadcast title, but even the nickname should be simple, like tofu, so it sticks in people’s memories.

Since Da-young changed hers to Forming, I figured I’d go simple as well.

I shared some of my MS Room privileges with Da-young, and she immediately began operating it skillfully, impressing me.

“Alright, here are the streaming settings. You can check and set the camera angles that will be shown to the viewers. You can also adjust the lighting and filters, so let’s go step by step and find the best setup for you.”

“But I’m wearing a helmet. Do I have to take it off and show my face to set things up?”

“Since you can change your appearance freely through the character settings in virtual reality, more and more female streamers are doing face reveals. But I don’t think you need to do that.”

Da-young, who had been folding her arms, hesitated for a moment before offering her opinion.

“A mysterious concept is also fine. For most female streamers, it wouldn’t work, but you’ve already left an impression on people through my stream. Back then, you didn’t do a face reveal, but you still captivated people with your voice. If you do a face reveal now, it would be a waste of content.”

“So you think I should eventually do it?”

“Yeah, it’s better to do it at some point. You know, if you take too long, it’s going to be tasteless, like cold food. Unless your hobby is picking ants…”

“Hmm, I get it.”

No matter how good a voice is, a face reveal is a topic that can’t be avoided for female streamers.

With everyone doing it through virtual reality these days, the mysterious concept seems to be fading away.

However, Da-young’s thoughts that it would still work for a while, at least until the middle of the broadcast, seemed valid.

“I really owe it to you, Da-young. It feels like I’m starting off well thanks to you.”

“What are you talking about? You’d do fine even without me.”

“I think otherwise. I’m just glad I have you with me.”

At my unintentional compliment, Da-young quickly looked away and cleared her throat.

“Well, I am a hero too.”

“Yeah, that’s right. I trust you.”

I wonder if she thinks turning her head means I won’t see her.


‘Or is she doing it on purpose?’

Anyway, her shamelessness is pretty impressive.

She really is a veteran streamer, after all.

Now, let’s start preparing for the broadcast, following Da-young’s K-style training one step at a time.



 
  Chapter 28: Broadcast ON


There were surprisingly many settings to tweak for the internet broadcast held in virtual reality.

“With the streaming service, you have to adjust the camera’s viewpoint and set up the lighting individually. Every game has different locations, and with that, different atmospheres.”

“Do I really need to do this for each game?”

“Yes. It’s a bit of a hassle, but you have to do it for every game. You’re going to play Soul Warfare, right? No other games planned?”

I shook my head and replied. 

Since it was my first broadcast, I didn’t have the luxury of exploring other games just yet.

“Yeah, for now.”

“Good. Then let’s start by creating the room.”

First, I created a private broadcast.

I made a secret room for each mode of Soul Warfare, adjusting the lighting and camera angles as if molding clay.

Dayoung, as the only viewer of the private broadcast, checked to make sure there were no problems.

If I had been broadcasting alone, I would’ve been like a lost child drifting on a vast ocean.

Dayoung’s care was, after all, proof of the equipment’s reliability.

I couldn’t help but praise my past self for pulling her into my broadcast.

“The equipment is great, so I really like this. No issues with sensitivity or anything.”

“Really? I didn’t notice much.”

“This is the Moses limited edition, the latest model. You’ve never used another model, have you? It’ll probably feel a bit restrictive. The sensitivity, the settings… all of that.”

‘Was that so?’ I tilted my head, unsure.

The only other model I’d used was the one in the Warfever-marked VR room at the opening match.

I didn’t feel a huge difference between the two devices.

After about an hour of busy adjustments, things were starting to come together.

‘Now that I think about it, it’s strange. Back in my day, there were a lot of people who avoided showing their faces.’

“Yeah? Ever since virtual reality came out, there’s almost no one left… Ah, you’ve been in the other world for over ten years, right? So you wouldn’t know.”

“Then I wouldn’t know,” she nodded in agreement.

The reason faces became more commonly shown was simple, as Dayoung explained.

Like the colors of a rainbow blooming, tattoos, dyed hair, and other changes could drastically alter one’s appearance.

It was an era where you could make a dramatic return with just a dot on your face, like a newly introduced character.

Even though the facial features of a scanned avatar remain the same, this kind of character customization allowed for minimal exposure of the real face.

Because of this, more and more people were broadcasting with their faces showing… as Dayoung had said.

The power of future technology, bridging the gap between streamers and viewers. 

It was something to see as time went on.

“Okay, it’s all set. Now, we just need to come up with a title. You decide, unnie.”

Hmm, I pondered for a moment, then typed in a title that came to mind.

‘Fucking Sexy Concept F-Cup Heroine’s Soul Warfare Exposure Broadcast.’

“Unnie.”

Ah, a chill ran down my spine from behind me.

Like some alien grabbing the gauntlet, I quickly deleted the title and came up with a new one.

Right, I shouldn’t lose my humanity and sanity here.

After a brief pause, I decided to keep it simple.

Just like how I changed my ID earlier…

‘Friede, Soul Warfare Broadcast.’

“Well, that’s simple. A good choice.”

Dayoung, who had been watching from behind, responded with a nonchalant look.

“If it’s you, unnie, you don’t really need a provocative title. Your nickname itself is enough to draw attention.”

“Mm.”

‘Why does it seem like she’s more satisfied than I am?’

It was time.

The broadcast went live…

***

It began in the MS room.

Sitting blankly in front of a neat table, I checked on the dual monitor set up with broadcaster privileges to make sure everything was working.

Fortunately, the broadcast screen was capturing my image correctly.

That’s right. 

I was now broadcasting.

Normally, my mind would have been filled with various thoughts, but now, it felt like they had all been bleached white, and I found myself staring at the number of viewers displayed on the chat panel without thinking.

Only one viewer…

For today, Dayoung, who was acting as the temporary admin, was the only one watching. 

She would probably be watching from somewhere else by now.

So, in the vast MS room, an awkward silence filled the air.

“Ahh…”

Bored, I tested the microphone. 

I already knew from Dayoung that it was working fine, but…

I felt like it would help me loosen up and get more comfortable with the situation.

“It’s not working.”

I had expected dozens of viewers to join right away.

The one-on-one duel, which had caused a nuclear controversy, had received a very enthusiastic response, so maybe I had overestimated myself.

In retrospect, it wasn’t just about my popularity. 

Maybe it was more about the viewers enjoying the fall of the famous streamers.

[Forming: Unnie, just play the game for now.]

Well, it would be awkward to do a one-man show here.

Ah, but since Dayoung is watching, maybe that’s not the case.

For now, I launched Soul Warfare.

Whooosh

***

A desolate land and fleeting winds.

The sky, blocked by dark, overcast clouds, made it impossible to tell whether it was day or night.

The dreary lobby screen of Soul Warfare was still the same.

[Nickname: Friede / Tier: Grand Master]

The Grand Master badge with its golden wings greeted me.

Though the Master tier was similar, the Grand Master tier was adorned even more extravagantly, giving a feeling that contrasted sharply with the unique atmosphere of Soul Warfare.

‘For now… Yeah, I should play some ranked games.’

‘Well, while I’m playing, at least one person should join, right?’

There are always wandering souls on every broadcast platform, lingering 24/7.

Even on the Switch channel, these “souls” exist, and ordinary viewers have agreed to call them “Ssu.”

The behavior patterns of these “Ssu” are quite simple.

They either lurk around in random rooms causing chaos, or quietly watch and then move on to another broadcast.

Even in the case of a small-scale broadcast, there was no exception.

“Lord, please allow me to be a righteous ‘Ssu’ once again today.”

Today, what kind of chaos would I cause? Which streamer’s mental state should I destroy…?

Among the “Ssu,” there are also levels of severity.

The one who just prayed was a notorious troublemaker, known in the “Ssu” community as a malignant tumor.

He was particularly famous for targeting small-scale broadcasts, causing trouble and ruining the streams of unsuspecting streamers.

At first, he would win the streamer’s favor by behaving politely, but then, with a strict, solemn, and overly serious demeanor, he’d often make sharp critiques, scratching at the mental stability of the streamers.

Today, as he entered the Switch channel, he imagined with glee how he would crush the mental state of some unsuspecting streamer.

However, as he surfed through channels, a strange broadcast caught his eye.

Only one viewer.

It was a truly pitiful broadcast with single-digit viewers, a prime target for mockery.

He thought to himself, ‘Why would anyone broadcast something like this?’ and couldn’t wait to see what kind of expression the streamer would have after being targeted by him.

But as soon as he saw the broadcast title, his thoughts made a complete 180.

[Friede, Soul Warfare Broadcast]

“Friede? Isn’t that that user?”

Known as “The Hero of Light, Friede,” a female gamer who had appeared like a comet.

Her rank and the speed at which she climbed the tiers in ranked games surpassed even the current top female gamer, Lotus.

It was also famous that she had completely obliterated a Grand Master-tier streamer in a heated controversy over hacking, proving her innocence in the process.

At the time, Friede had received so much attention that everyone, even those who didn’t like her, knew her name.

After the controversial duel over hacking had ended, stories about her sightings in ranked games would occasionally pop up.

Her insane reaction speed.

Her acrobatic movements.

Her unique style of gameplay, which made her a joy to watch.

At first, he thought it might be someone impersonating her.

Given that she was a famous user, he couldn’t believe that she would only have one viewer.

It was a perfectly reasonable assumption, considering that the thumbnail was so small, barely recognizable.

“Let’s check it out.”

If it’s real, it would be amazing, and if it’s fake, he could just mock her as usual.

Even his small curiosity was enough to stir his interest and add some life to his wandering soul. 

So, he clicked on the broadcast and tilted his head.

“Why is the loading so slow, with only one viewer?”

“Is the device bad?”

He’d heard that using a cheaper model could cause buffering during broadcasts.

Since he had never seen this type of issue with virtual reality streamers before, he thought it was an interesting new experience.

Moreover, a thought started to form in the back of his mind—what if this was an impersonator?

He had heard that Friede was known for creating over-the-top characters and flaunting lavish customization.

Surely, a broadcast problem wouldn’t be caused by using a low-end model.

But maybe, to his surprise, his patience paid off after a minute when the loading screen finally disappeared.

He congratulated himself on his patience as he entered the broadcast. 

What he saw next was…

[Is this real?]

[Wow! It’s really you, unnie! You came to save us!]

[Wait, unnie, you got caught too?]

[Crazy Grand Master, hahahaha!]

[STK Warden, STK Lotus, everyone stand down!]

[With both hands, carefully cradling the broken sword… Our unnie is the one.]

[Let’s go, let’s go!]

[This broadcast is mine now! Get out of the way.]

[Upload it! Come on!]

[Sniper’s here, I’m itching to shoot, when does this match end?]

[How many people are squeezing into this room? Why is it buffering?]

In an instant, the viewer count skyrocketed into the hundreds, turning the chat into a playground for jokers.


And the nickname that appeared on the broadcast screen.

Friede. And the Grand Master tier mark.

“Shit!”

This broadcast was real.



 
  Chapter 29: First meal, full stomach broadcast


The device and internet connection were fine, as expected.

It was definitely fine, yet…

1,823 viewers.

It had only been 10 minutes since the first rank after the broadcast started.

I had gotten distracted by the overwhelming reactions from the viewers, flooding in within such a short time.

It’s funny how I was dumbfounded by such a thing, but it seems the reactions were buffering as well.

Change always comes suddenly.

The blocked hole was suddenly blasted open, and the contents spilled out.

They say the first step is always the hardest, but once you’ve made the first move, it gets easier from there.

This was exactly that moment.

[Wow, it’s really you, Noona!]

[The broadcast of Free Day Noona… this is a rare one]

[Heheh… Did she change her character model again?]

[Is this plate armor or a plate bra?]

[Not a knight of light, but a beach warrior]

[She changed her nickname too]

[Her defense is insanely high, Sensei]

[Is this a fake Free Day?]

[If that’s the Grand Master fighting with a broken greatsword, then it’s definitely our Noona]

Though I was in the middle of the enemy’s territory, I couldn’t forget the importance of fan service at times like these.

I switched to text mode, not voice, and greeted the viewers with my first official words.

“Welcome.”

After the first greeting of my first broadcast, it was simple.

Before starting the broadcast, I had thought of a cool line to say.

Now, it was all in vain.

[That’s her voice! I knew it]

[It’s really her, Noona]

[Free Day! Godly Free Day! Queen Free Day!]

[Her voice is so sexy, Noona]

[My erectile dysfunction is cured now. Thank you, Mama]

I worried that the atmosphere might turn awkward suddenly, but it turned out to be just a false alarm.

Ah, I’m grinning.

The lips hidden under the visor of my helmet.

Even as I put my hand inside to cover my mouth, the slow-moving facial muscles felt new.

There’s no worse sight than laughing and dying here.

Plus, as the influx of viewers grew, the chat was slowly descending into chaos and destruction.

Flooding comments and sexual innuendo.

At this rate, it looked like the broadcast would die before I did in this game.

“I didn’t introduce myself properly. I’ll finish this round quickly.”

[Shocking! America is shocked, China is anxious, and Japan is jealous of Free Day’s carry declaration]

[You crazy idiot, stop the mindless nationalism!]

[Noona… for us… go for it!]

[What’s up with her voice? It’s so sweet]

[I came from Sobong… no, I’m just leaving]

[Noona, take off your helmet]

That’s when it happened.

As I was watching the barrage of comments in the chat, a subtle noise reached my ears.

—Chik, chik!

Footsteps? No, it was the distinct clinking sound of plate armor joints screaming in protest.

From the sound of the footsteps, I could tell there was only one enemy.

After all, in a game where we fought with a limited number of people, it was hard to throw in a bunch of mindless forces.

Like a game of hide-and-seek, we were both lurking, silently approaching each other while eyeing our targets.

Each one with a pure purpose of ambushing, waiting at the optimal spot, ready to strike.

–Thwack!

“Tch.”

I clicked my tongue carelessly.

‘Was it the sound of rainwater gathering in the crack of a building?’

Without thinking, I stepped on a puddle, and the distinct sound of plate armor ceased.

I thought about retreating, but I erased the option from my mind.

This wasn’t my game alone.

As long as the viewers were watching, I needed to show them something spectacular, like an actor on a stage.

Leaning against the wall, I slowly moved forward.

I paused momentarily at the corner, timing my next move, then leapt out and swung the broken greatsword.

—Clang!

The noise of swinging the weapon in a tight corner was inevitable.

The rusty blade of the broken greatsword scraped against the armor, producing sparks, not red raindrops.

The sound of steel scraping against steel, as a shield scraped the ground, blocked the path of my sword.

And the blood-red droplets, like autumn leaves, sprayed into the air.

As the arrow grazed my left arm, the wound caught my eye, and I instinctively frowned.

From beyond the door, I could see the archer hurriedly preparing another shot.

***

[Group? Is there something going on?]

[Whoa, they sent an archer through the detour?]

[If that archer had aimed well, Free Day Noona would’ve been done for]

[Noona’s positioning was spot on though, wasn’t it?]

Indeed, the real fun of games is not just playing but watching too.

The viewers got into a chatter, talking about the changing situation.

As they said, if the archer’s attack had been successful, it could have been a game-changer.

But it only grazed my arm, and now, with the time for reloading, it was my chance.

‘An axe and a shield.’

Neither tough nor cautious; it’s an odd combination.

What stood out most was the opponent’s attitude of not going on the offense.

A faint laugh escaped me.

With the intention to parry and counterattack rather than go on the offense, this opponent was as easy to handle as it gets.

Twisting the sword I had been clashing with, I changed my stance from a powerful overhead strike to a weaker horizontal cut, slashing at my opponent’s thigh.

–Schtch!

As the right leg was cut and they lost their balance, I drove my sword into the vulnerable spot—right beneath the opponent’s shield, into the left shoulder.

And now, it was coming.

–Fwoosh!

With a sharp whoosh through the air, an arrow flew toward my neck.

The opponent, who had bent their knee, swung their axe as if making a final attempt, attacking at the same time.

‘Was this part of their planned play?’

Twisting my neck to dodge the arrow, I tensed my body like a spring being compressed.

The blood vessels in my body screamed for release, and the heat rose in my face, reddening my skin.

Then, like a spring releasing its tension, I sprang upward, my body shooting out with explosive force.

He stomps on the ground.

With the sound of sand shattering and the ensuing recoil, his body accelerates and leaps into the air.

Using a slightly protruding brick beside him as a foothold, he glides behind the opponent, like a surfer riding a wave.

Thud!

A clean landing.

At the same time, he thrusts the broken greatsword he had been holding reverse into his back.

Thunk!

Though his back was facing the opponent, it was already too late.

Both of them faced away from each other, but the warrior holding an axe could only look at the blade piercing through his chest as he vanished.

[Crazy woman, crazy woman!]

[How is she moving like that? That’s broken!]

[Did you see her 3D movement skills?]

[Her reflexes and movements don’t make sense.]

[Does she move like that in real life too? Is she like a military-trained high school girl?]

[Honestly, this seems like hacking.]

[Stop washing your mouth, you idiot.]

[Zeke Garterbelt donated 10,000 won!

[Wow, your voice is amazing!]

“Ah, thank you for the first donation.”

It was her first time receiving a donation, so she simply expressed her gratitude without much thought.

But it seemed the viewers interpreted it a bit differently.

[First? First? First? First? First? First? First?]

[She… she took the first from her!]

[Who is this Garterbelt?]

[Garterbelt, you son of a bitch, how dare you take her first donation?]

[Friede could have been my mother!]

[Can I have the first too? I want the first too! I want the first too!]

Amidst the uproar in the chat, the second donation notification appeared.

[Midir the Destroyer donated 30,000 won!

[Please take off your helmet, Heeung~]

“Midir, thank you for the 30,000 won. Sorry, but I’ll be keeping the helmet on.”

She casually changed her target, watching the viewers react with excitement, and couldn’t help but feel a bit proud.

Her nerves were tempered like steel, burning brightly with pure focus, free of impurities.

It looked like she could finish this round even faster.

***

The promised cycle of victories is always bound to wear out, whether in movies or comics.

But when it comes to games, especially player vs player matches, there’s nothing more exhilarating.

Ask anyone who plays and, even if they win a hundred matches, no one gets bored.

The sense of omnipotence from defeating enemies in a virtual space.

The thrill of leading the game, of being the one in control, is indescribably exhilarating.

And… the internet broadcasts of skilled gamers have an addictive quality, a blend of opium and cocaine that pulls you in.

‘Just as expected…’

She realizes again how ideal being a streamer is to fulfill this desire.

She dodges an archer’s shot, then chases down the opponent and finishes them off.

In the maze of back alleys, she fights tirelessly, cutting down opponents.

Charging head-on into an attack route, she takes down at least one, sometimes two, securing the advantage.

Victory appears on her virtual screen.

Her character, selected as the MVP, lights up with the event of extinguishing a flame, and the chat goes wild with praise.

[Super carry, Friede!]

[So this is what it’s like in Grand Master?]

[19 kills, 4 deaths, 13 assists… she turned the game around.]

[Victory is always so stable.]

[She’s a human blender.]

[Would love to duo with you, Friede.]

[Friede is like a baby… gotta protect her.]

[I’m off to play solo with a broken greatsword.]

[Stop the nonsense, you idiot!]

The cheering continues as the match repeats.

Every word, every action, stirs excitement in the chat.

[Wow, I thought most of these people couldn’t even react like Friede, but it looks like some of them can.]

[The solo play is good too, polished.]

[When the holes in the game opened, a lot of people rushed in to stabilize.]

[In this low rank, she crushed a 3:1, but when she got to Grand Master, even 2:1 is tough, haha.]

[Even Wardens can’t handle 3:1 in Grand Master.]

[Friede would never be beaten.]

[Friede’s insane for being able to do this in Grand Master.]

Some viewers were trying to keep a level head and watch her gameplay critically.

It didn’t matter to her either way.

Whether they cheered or analyzed it coolly, she was just happy that everyone was sharing in her experience.

Her joy was further painted over by the enthusiasm of the viewers, like colors on a canvas.

“A lot of people have come.”

She felt a strange excitement as she looked at the nearly 3,000 viewers after just one match.

[TaeYangManSe donated 200,000 won! Friede, do a sexy pose! Do a sexy pose! Do a sexy pose!]

[This is really getting dizzying.]

[The thirst is real here.]

[Our babies are thirsty as hell. What will happen if Friede goes offline?]

[Ugh, that content is creepy.]

She frowned at the blunt request. 

It wasn’t like she could show anything under her helmet anyway, but it still made her feel the need to manage her expression.

There were always people like this in female streamer broadcasts.

“Yes, thank you for the donation, TaeYangManSe. As I said, I’m not good at reacting… but the money you donated will be used to help me live.”

[Donation of 7.7 million!]

[That was a really bad reaction.]

[TaeYangManSe’s money is melting away, while Friede is earning it.]


[Making money is really easy, right?]

The viewers took her words and used them as ammunition to mock TaeYangManSe for the donation.

Raising the tension too much, whether from alcohol or something else, didn’t seem to matter.

The first stream was, in many ways, a successful first try.



 
  Chapter 30: The broth doesn’t discriminate between people and frogs


Well-organized attire.

Beneath the helmet visor, seductive and slender red lips.

Through the gap, a pale, slightly exotic voice flowed.

Though her outfit was shameless, there’s always an aura that emanates from the atmosphere.

“Just as expected.”

Watching the insane influx of viewers, Dayoung let out a wry smile.

Friede, Sehee unni had adapted well on her own, without needing any help from Dayoung.

She had been streaming for quite some time.

A woman with such an atmosphere and beauty, streaming, would surely turn all the stagnant broth-obsessed otakus into fanatics.

The proof was the 5,000 viewers.

‘First stream, and within an hour, to get this many…’

In her memory, there had been no streamer who had reached these numbers in their first broadcast.

“Ah, she’s carrying it.”

While absentmindedly watching the game, a comment slipped out.

Even professional gamers didn’t show this kind of play. 

Each move seemed to have a magnetic pull.

There was no way people wouldn’t be drawn to it.

Unless she committed a heinous crime, she’d probably be shielded even if involved in some kind of scam.

“Is there a difference in rank, even among heroes?”

Dayoung didn’t ask Sehee for the specifics, but it seemed clear that their abilities as heroes were different.

‘Was the gameplay she was showing part of that power?’

Her physical stats had increased after awakening as a hero, but this was still beyond what she’d experienced.

‘No, what was the point?’

In the modern Earth, with no monsters or demons, such thoughts seemed ridiculous.

***

“Three wins in a row… Shall we take a short break?”

With Sehee unni’s performance wrapping up the game neatly, it seemed they were taking a break.

[That was fast, thank goodness, Sensei.]

[Unni, you’re doing great even with a broken sword!]

[Have you thought about trying another weapon?]

“Another weapon… Hmm, should I ask for a recommendation?”

Right, good communication.

That’s how it should be.

Dayoung praised Sehee’s actions internally.

No matter how fun something is, it gets stale if the repertoire doesn’t change.

Sehee seemed to catch the subtle moments for shifting the flow of the broadcast, so Dayoung felt more at ease.

The stream took a short break.

Viewers in the chat room, disappointed by the absent broadcaster, were unleashing a barrage of playful comments.

Dayoung, watching the broadcast, stretched and relaxed her tense mind.

It was then.

As she tilted her head at the personal message notification and opened the panel, an unexpected message caught her eye.

[Friede: Thanks, Dayoung.]

“Wait, how can you message me suddenly during the broadcast?”

‘And to say thanks?’ I should be the one thanking her.

Dayoung had already started her return broadcast the day before, surpassing 10,000 live viewers without anyone’s help.

It was an exponential improvement compared to the past, during the “Hako” days.

Though some sympathy might have come from the nuclear controversy, Dayoung felt that there were no obstacles left to her broadcasts after breaking the curse of the Demon King.

That’s why she owed a huge debt to Sehee.

No, it wasn’t just a debt. 

She was truly grateful to Sehee for helping her.

In this world, Dayoung was the hero who had saved many people, and Sehee was the hero who had saved her.

[Forming: No need to thank me. If you do well, I’ll just leech off you like a parasite. Brace yourself.]

Still, feeling somewhat embarrassed, Dayoung sent a slightly irritated message.

She wished she had been kinder, but before she could regret it, Sehee’s reply made her smile.

[Friede: Let’s do our best together.]

A grin spread across Dayoung’s face.

Now that the water had entered, it was time to row the boat and sail smoothly.

Just as she thought everything was going well, a twist happened.

At the moment the broadcast began, [GoldenSunFrog has issued a mission for 300,000 won!]
[Sexy Zero Two Dance, do it.]
[Sexy Zero Two Dance, do it.]
[Sexy Zero Two Dance, do it.]
[Sexy Zero Two Dance, do it.]
[Sexy Zero Two Dance, do it.]

“What is this?”

The expensive mission displayed on the screen.

Dayoung’s face contorted at the vulgar wording.

“Hehehe!”

Looking at Dayoung, who had flopped onto the bed in “snoring mode,” a nasty smile curled on her lips.

Well, she wasn’t really sleeping.

What she was wearing on her head was a virtual reality device.

Since it was her first time doing a VR stream, she was waiting as backup.

“Thanks to this, the computer is mine now!”

On her monitor screen, various communities like Soul Warfare Gallery and Soul Warfare Outben were visible.

The cheap, dirty, yet oddly adorable frog feet scuttled across the keyboard.

-Click, click

The long post was completed, and the skinny figure finally pressed the Enter key.

The reaction was hotter than she had imagined.

[Breaking News! Friede’s broadcast has begun! [387]]

[Author: Skinny]

[Currently live! (Link)]

[I was browsing Switch and came across an amazing stream title.]

[(Posted broadcast screenshot)]

[You see this title? Friede’s using clickbait, with only 1 viewer.]

[At first, I thought it was some low-budget thing!]

[But turns out the buffaloes are flooding in all over, causing buffering!]

[Took over a minute just to load in.]

[Anyway, it’s not clickbait or trolling, you guys.]

[Friede unni finally pulled off the broadcast promise!]

[Recommendation: 1489 / Disrecommend: 89]

[Huh, is this for real? The broadcast is legit?]

[I heard she was supposed to do an interview with Ji, and today’s the day!]

[I’ve been waiting for this, but I didn’t even get a heads up.]

[Hurry up and join, she’s still ranking!]

[After hearing her voice, I now get why broth is brewed. I’m hooked already.]

[Ah, I can’t resist her voice.]

[Girls, you better watch out!]

[Nah, she’s hiding her face, so she’s probably either a skinny fish or a pig.]

“What are you talking about?”

“Don’t you know that with that voice, the face can easily be guessed too?”

“My broth, brewed for 15 years in a cauldron, is screaming out loud that you’re a beauty!”

“I don’t know this person, but how’s the content? Is it worth watching?”

“It’s her first stream, so nothing special.”

“If I had to point something out, she’s casually vomiting ‘om-pi-con’ like breathing.”

“That ‘om-pi-con’ thing caused a cheating controversy with this user.”

“If it’s cheating, isn’t it a problem? Why is everyone getting so excited?”

“(Link) Look here.”

“She was cleared of any cheating accusations with GM certification and won by a landslide.”

“She’s truly a transcendent beauty, a goddess.”

“This bastard… Bikini armor and dolphin pants… It’s so grandiose.”

“Ha-ha, these crazy bastards are all getting worked up together.”

As expected, the reaction was just as she anticipated.

A satisfied smile lingered on Pepe’s face.

This is neither a buffalo nor a stupid cow. 

They’re like a hybrid breed born from the proper mixing of various kinds of cows.

And that’s why the broth is this thick and spicy.

She thought to herself that she had already thrown the bait and lit the firebomb, so now it was time to access the Twitch channel.

Her goal was, of course, to watch Friede’s Soul Warfare stream.

“Stupid bitches. You should thank me.”

She’s a Hero, so she wouldn’t betray her loyalty like those North Korean bastards.

On the monitor, the stream was going well.

‘Where does the true appeal of Soul Warfare come from?’

It comes from the urgent action that makes you hold your breath just by watching it.

Friede’s flashy play and movements showed the extreme beauty of Soul Warfare, so the viewers’ eyes were naturally drawn to it.

But… there was something slightly lacking, Pepe instinctively felt it.

After the first match ended, she saw a donation message from a guy named ‘TaeYangManSe’ and became more certain of her feeling.

“Fucking bastard, no fan service.”

“If you’re wearing bikini armor and dolphin pants, shouldn’t you live up to it?”

Pepe was disappointed by that. 

It was such a missed opportunity.

Friede’s stream had to succeed…

‘Our Da-young also has to rise along with this bitch.’

With that thought in mind, she couldn’t just sit idly by anymore.

If she took just one more step, the popularity of the stream would skyrocket.

It was like standing before a forbidden fruit, contemplating.

The sweet, hidden touch of corruption was even more tempting.

Pepe checked the amount in the linked account.

It was the streamer-only donation account that Da-young had secretly set up.

While Da-young was distracted in the virtual world, Pepe had stealthily connected it to his own account.

Of course, it was an illegal double account made with Da-young’s personal information, but that was hardly an issue for Pepe.

Because…

“Wait for it, bitch. I’m going to make your stream rise even higher.”

I’m going big.

Pepe immediately typed the mission input message and casually sent it off.

[Golden Sun Frog has donated 300,000 KRW for the mission!]

[Sexy Zero Two Dance, do it.]
[Sexy Zero Two Dance, do it.]
[Sexy Zero Two Dance, do it.]
[Sexy Zero Two Dance, do it.]
[Sexy Zero Two Dance, do it.]

“Oh, Golden Sun Frog? You’re not the same person as TaeYangManSe, right? Like I said earlier, I’m not doing that kind of reaction.”

[Shit… TaeYangManSe is doing this again… So annoying.]

[The wording is so trashy, but damn it’s so hot. Is this normal?]

[Being abnormal isn’t something to be ashamed of. It’s about overcoming it.]

[You idiot, the host already said she wouldn’t do it. Stop spamming.]

The reactions were, as expected, negative.

But Pepe knew. 

After all, she was a hero who fought against the evil demon lord, so she was a weapon.

There was no way these guys didn’t have dark, twisted desires in their hearts.

They would like it too.

Pepe clenched her teeth.

[Golden Sun Frog has donated 1,000,000 KRW for the mission!]
[Sexy Zero Two Dance, do it.]
[Sexy Zero Two Dance, do it.]
[Sexy Zero Two Dance, do it.]
[Sexy Zero Two Dance, do it.]
[Sexy Zero Two Dance, do it.]

“I don’t do that kind of mission. Sorry.”

[Oh no! Stop, Golden Sun! You’re crossing the line!]

[Is there really someone out there who’s throwing money at trashy reactions?]

[They must be so bored with their money. Ha-ha.]

[But 1 million won is a bit too much, don’t you think?]

[Don’t kill the mood, you bastard.]

Friede’s polite refusal. 

But as the amount kept rising, a new breeze started to blow through the chatroom.

Pepe, unsatisfied with just this, added more money with bloodshot eyes.

[Golden Sun Frog has donated 2,000,000 KRW for the mission!]
[Sexy Zero Two Dance, do it.]
[Sexy Zero Two Dance, do it.]
[Sexy Zero Two Dance, do it.]
[Sexy Zero Two Dance, do it.]
[Sexy Zero Two Dance, do it.]

[Wow, 2 million won?!]

[This guy must have given up on real life. Ha-ha.]

[Mom, I want to become broth too. Mom, I want to become broth too. Mom, I want to become broth too. Mom, I want to become broth too. Mom, I want to become broth too.]

Friede maintained her silence, and Pepe’s eyes flared with anger.

“Can you handle this?!”

[Golden Sun Frog has donated 3,000,000 KRW for the mission!]
[Sexy Zero Two Dance, do it.]
[Sexy Zero Two Dance, do it.]
[Sexy Zero Two Dance, do it.]
[Sexy Zero Two Dance, do it.]
[Sexy Zero Two Dance, do it.]

[Huh… What now?]

[What are you going to do?]

[The host is silent, I guess she’s having an internal conflict, huh? Ha-ha.]

Ah, you could tell she was struggling.

This was it.

Pepe, along with all the viewers watching Friede’s stream, felt it instinctively.

If she played this right…

“Hurry up, bitch. Didn’t you wear that tempting outfit for this?!”

Pepe urged from outside the monitor.

She was so immersed that she didn’t even notice…


“Hey…”

A cold voice cut through the air like a breeze.

“Daeh?”

Pepe jumped in surprise and turned around, only to see Park Da-young, his eyes burning with sharp anger, glaring at her.



 
  Chapter 31: Don’t bark


The larger the amount of money, the harder it became to just ignore it.

The unreasonable demands wrapped in money made me, someone who no longer worries about money thanks to the retirement fund from my heroic days, think twice.

To be precise, it wasn’t the money, but the atmosphere that was getting heated because of it.

What made me feel a bit anxious… was the thought that, like Da-young said, maybe this was an overreach.

I shook my head, trying to push that thought away.

What I saw when I lowered my head was the bikini armor I had set up using a slight modification of the hero’s gear.

‘Was I thinking I wanted attention? Was that what led to this decision?’ I reflect on myself.

Despite these issues, I didn’t expect it to blow up like this.

I figured… a little support or mission request would come in, and they would eventually give up and get tired of it.

Admit it. 

I got too carried away since it was my first stream. 

I should reflect on that.

‘But what can I do now?’ It’s already been done.

If the water’s spilled, all I can do is scoop it back up.

“Haah.”

Taking a deep breath, I calmed my mind.

I manipulated the panel and clicked on the mission button.

“Let’s see, if I do a sexy Zero Two dance, it’s a three-hundred-thousand-won mission, right?”

Ding!

With the ringing bell, a mission failure notification popped up.

“Ta-da, looks like success is out of reach.”

[SB Ta-da, why is this guy here?]

[You’re burning three hundred thousand for failing the mission?]

[Hey, young lady! Act like a lady!]

[Looks like you’re full, sensei.]

[We saw your character design, three hundred’s nothing to you.]

[Ask and double it.]

[I was so excited for this, damn it!!!]

[What’s the point of a reaction when it’s this bad?]

Naturally, the chat was half a mess, half complaints.

“I don’t like this kind of reaction. No matter how much you donate, I’m not doing it. So if you want to see me melt money, donate generously.”

[Let’s go, 5,000-won donation!]

Unnie, your outfit doesn’t match your words.

“Outfit mismatch? Ah, you mean my clothes and my words. Yeah, I didn’t think that through. I won’t wear this kind of outfit again.”

[What?]

[Hey, because of you, the room owner changed their outfit too.]

[Is the room owner even wearing a hijab now?]

[Let’s go with the Islamic concept while we’re at it.]

[Sorry, unnie, we won’t donate anymore, but we’ll leave you in that outfit.]

[Normally, mistakes are forgiven up until the second offense, sensei.]

[No, our second offense is just puberty.]

The recent donation gave me a good excuse, something I’d been thinking about for a while.

The declaration wasn’t exactly a declaration, but the chat was growing even more intense, showing no signs of slowing down.

At least there were no additional mission requests from the Golden Sun Frog, so that was a relief.

If the amount kept going up, and the atmosphere kept exploding like a volcano, I’d have considered giving up and doing an unrestrained broadcast.

[Bear Kingcha 10,000-won donation!]

“Hey, you know, unnie’s sexy dance is something you can’t even fathom with just two people watching. It’s that considerate.”

[What? Do you think we’re that naive? Get a grip.]

“Hey! Can you stop making the dog tag clink so loud?”

[If you see that white-skinned dance wave, even Buddha would think it’s handsome.]

[Unnie, I came after hearing your voice. You have such a beautiful voice. Are you trying to become a voice actor?]

I felt a rush of excitement at the relatively positive donation.

It was the perfect time to bury the previous topic.

“Ah, thank you for the compliment. I’m not trying to be a voice actor. I’ve never practiced it either.”

[Unnie, even if you did pursue voice acting, I think you’d succeed.]

[If you learn Japanese and debut, you’ll be Lucifer.]

“Mm, really?”

I could feel the atmosphere in the chat subtly changing.

With a sense of relief, I went with the flow of the chat once again.

“How about later, we pick an RPG game and try mimicking the lines?”

[The female streamer I was watching who practiced voice acting was pretty good.]

[If you dub a character with your voice, it would blow up. The listeners would go crazy.]

[What medieval game should we do?]

[How about the Miel Sequel series? The voice acting is great, and the story is good too.]

“I’ll plan out some medieval game content and let you know later. But today, we’ll stick to solo work. Is that alright with everyone?”

I was just a first-day streamer, but something in me was already getting greedy.

No matter how delicious the meat, you eventually get tired of it if you keep eating the same thing.

There needs to be variety so the main dish can shine.

Luckily, by using the collective intelligence of the viewers, I could see an outline forming, and it made me feel light-hearted.

If my voice was that well-liked, I’d have to think about making content that exudes that vibe in the future.

I’ll have to ask Da-young about this after the broadcast.

[Unnie, I came after hearing your voice. You have such a beautiful voice. Are you trying to become a voice actor?]

“Haa.”

The new ID donation from Da-young made her sigh in relief as the atmosphere in the chat changed.

With this, I had managed to put out the fire. 

No, it was more than that.

The base desires, dark and lowly, seemed to wash away as a new topic, carried by the wind, revitalized Frieda’s stream.

Relieved by the shift in mood, Dayoung leaned back in her chair and spoke coldly.

“Hey. Do you have any idea how dangerous this is?”

“Ugh!”

The suffocating sounds of breathing behind her didn’t faze Dayoung in the least.

It was no wonder. 

The first broadcast for a streamer is crucial, and Sehee nearly crossed the line this time.

This moment would define how the streamer’s future broadcasts would be remembered by the viewers. 

If Dayoung didn’t establish the right direction now, they’d be tossed around by the audience.

“Ugh, just thinking about it pisses me off.”

What if, hypothetically, Sehee had danced the ‘Sexy Zero Two’ dance this time?

‘How would the chat atmosphere change from the next broadcast?’ It’s obvious.

Frieda’s flashy gameplay would no longer matter.

The only thing they’d care about would be donations, only focusing on Sehee’s body, turning her into just another cheap female streamer.

Of course, the theme of a broadcast could change depending on future activities, but there was no reason to start off with a negative female streamer image.

‘I didn’t like that outfit either.’

This was also Sehee’s issue. 

‘Who in their right mind would wear a bikini armor with dolphin pants?’

There’s a limit to how much you can degrade a hero’s equipment.

If it had been an MS Room limited character, she’d have let it slide, but if Sehee had played like that in Soul Warfare, Dayoung would’ve scolded her long ago.

“Ugh!”

The tightly bound and gagged Pepe struggled behind her.

Well, let’s hear what kind of ridiculous protest he has to make now.

“Got something to say?”

“Y-You… Dayoung, you gay! I didn’t mean to… kek!”

Clang!

“You still haven’t come to your senses.”

Dayoung’s gaze at Pepe, whose head was now bent at a sharp angle, showed no hint of mercy.

This time, Dayoung wasn’t going to let it slide, and neither was Pepe.

“If you keep this up, you’ll turn that bitch into a star, and all you’ll need to do is suck up to her! You gotta strike while the iron’s hot, right?”

Pepe, with his mouth finally opened, started to rant like a demon lord.

Narrow-minded, selfish, and oblivious to his surroundings….

Dayoung had tolerated Pepe’s absurd behavior before, after all, it had always been just the two of them. 

She had thought she could overlook his antics.

It wasn’t until Sehee, with her new stake in things, got involved that Dayoung realized how negligent she’d been.

She now understood just how much she had turned a blind eye.

‘I shouldn’t have let it go like this.’

Her leniency had led to this mess.

‘Was it all my fault, in the end?’

“I’m being honest here. Like I said before… I really did plan to ride on Sehee’s stream for the perks. But she dreamed of being a streamer and wanted to rise up in style, not be a cheap female streamer. I feel the same way.”

“We both wanted a future where we could win-win, rise together. She’s the one who saved me as a hero. She’s the one who saved you too.”

“Who cares about that right now!?”

Of course it matters.

“I don’t want to make that person into something cheap just to make myself successful. I’m not even happy about getting this help.”

“You really thought I’d be happy about it?”

“If I was really that happy, I wouldn’t have made a contract with you to save the world when I was summoned to this world.”

Staring straight into the eyes of the partner who had changed so much since the time they saved the world together, Dayoung knelt down.

“Pepe. You…”

And with slightly wet eyes, Dayoung saw Pepe’s bloodshot, crimson pupils.

“Do you have no pride as a hero?”

In this world, Pepe had always been a little odd, but more than anything, he was pure and full of passion.

‘How did he end up so corrupted? Was this the curse of the Demon Lord?’

‘I wish that were the case.’

If this was really Pepe’s true nature, it would be too sad.

“It’s funny that I’m talking about this after coming back to Earth.”

“Dayoung, you gay…”

“Don’t talk like that anymore. If you say even one more thing…”

Dayoung stood up and nonchalantly turned back to her chair.

“You’ll know that I’m done with you.”

The backrest of the chair that separated them was thicker and more imposing than any barrier.

‘Had she said that in haste, pouring her feelings out without thinking?’

“Ha…”

Her throat was so dry that she took a sip of the cold coffee from her tumbler…

Without realizing it, Dayoung let out a bitter laugh.

‘Ah…’


This coffee had no sugar in it.

The bitter taste came on so strongly, yet it felt oddly sweet.

‘Too sweet.’

It was a flavor that felt overwhelmingly melancholic.



 
  Chapter 32: They are aiming at me


[Hey, you crazy bastard, if you’re holding a longbow, you should be zoning… why are you charging in?]

[And you’re going through a side path while holding that? What the heck—hahaha.]

[Sensei, this game isn’t an FPS.]

[You don’t charge in with a longbow, you lunatic.]

As expected, a torrent of hot responses poured in.

The current concept is that the archer is wearing light gear, so all the equipment is relatively light.

The character is wearing heavy armor, but the only piece of equipment they have on is a scrap of cloth, which shows just how unbalanced the setup is.

It’s not just the armor. 

The weapon, when compared to the hero’s proper gear, doesn’t fit aesthetically at all.

The weapon used this time was the splendidly named “Ghost Hunter Longbow.”

The junctions were made of scrap metal that seemed like it would rust from the blood, making it feel like a weapon far removed from anything noble.

“The grip and weight are definitely different.”

Compared to the broken greatsword, this one is definitely heavier. 

The actual weight is also greater.

Still, thanks to the weapon’s enhancements, the activated vision and hearing are awakening new information in the complex maze of side paths that wouldn’t be perceptible at close range.

Just like now…

“Chut.”

I spot the approaching enemy in the distance and draw an arrow.

Focusing on the enlarged reticle and the enemy’s movement, I wait for the perfect timing.

Then, as if noticing me, the swordsman ahead raises his shield and starts walking toward me.

He probably received feedback that I, too, had drawn a longbow and charged in.

With any weapon, it’s difficult for ranged players when the opponent wears a shield on one side.

If the shield-bearer hides behind it, any projectile is going to be blocked, and no ranged weapon has the power to pierce that shield.

Therefore, if you get close enough, you have to be ready to die.

Well, if I hit my shots and dodge, then…

”The result might be different.”

I don’t dwell on the area most covered by the shield. 

I wait only for the brief moment when an opening appears.

That opening is…

”The top of the foot.”

The foot is not an easy area to target.

If I don’t calculate the rhythm of the running feet, the arrow will just hit the ground uselessly.

“At least it’s a big shield, so I guess that’s lucky.”

While it drastically reduces mobility, if the shield completely covers the body, it’s a hopeless situation.

Of course, using such a shield in a side-path maze doesn’t make sense from a tactical standpoint.

”Now!”

When the distance between us is about 7 steps, I release the string.

The longbow’s string, stretched almost to the extreme, cuts through the air as it is freed from its tension.

The large arrow, pushed by the furious force of the string, cuts through the air like a battering ram.

-Boom!

The arrow, resembling a ballista bolt rather than a regular arrow, strikes the ground with an explosive sound.

***

[Huh? Did it miss?]

[I aimed really casually, so it probably missed. Hahaha.]

[LOL, I pulled the bow back for one second. There’s no way it hit.]

[Even for a sister, that’s pushing it.]

[No way, it didn’t miss. He’s not moving.]

[Wait, did you aim for the top of the foot?]

[What the heck, you really did.]

The arrow didn’t miss. 

It had pierced the top of the foot and gone all the way through the ground.

As the dust rises, the enemy, pinned by the large arrow through the foot, becomes clearly visible.

For an archer, there’s no easier target than one whose movements have been sealed.

I ready the next arrow and draw back the string.

One by one, until the shield no longer provides protection.

-Whack!

The third and final arrow strikes cleanly through the back of the neck, and the kill point notification appears.

Hmm, the speed was definitely slow.

With heavy armor and a shield, it’s an unavoidable problem, but I wonder if it’s because I’ve gotten used to this game.

[Haha, you fell for that again… What tier are you even?]

[Seriously…]

[Grandmaster, do you really look like a Grandmaster?]

[Watch and learn, newbie… Soul Warfare is a real FPS.]

[Is this… a real FPS?]

[Yeah, all you need to do is hit your shots. Hahaha.]

I keep glancing at the chat window, even though the battle is still ongoing and I don’t know when enemies might enter.

Well, the reason I’m a streamer is obvious.

Ranged weapons are a unique class in Soul Warfare.

They’re less commonly used because their pick rate is low and they can’t be the mainstay of a game.

The available weapons fall into three main categories.

A standard bow with typical stats.

An extreme, powerful longbow.

A crossbow that’s capable of rapid fire and consumes very little stamina.

The archer’s position is to control the enemy from a central line, zoning and supporting.

So, entering the side-path maze and engaging in direct combat is pretty much a taboo for Soul Warfare archers.

If you want to enter the side-path maze, at least you should have a frontline to support you.

The best option is to support from the central line.

As I near my destination, I switch to team voice chat and send a support request to my allies.

“I’m going to enter the enemy’s central line from the back. All central and opposite side-path players, push hard.”

With no obstructions, I can navigate the side-path maze until the enemy respawns.

That means I can enter the enemy’s central line and hit them from behind.

“The enemy archer with a longbow is hiding behind cover in front of the objective. If they expose themselves on the central line, they’ll likely try to snipe.”

“Got it. Once we take out the enemy archer, please push.”

I listen to the briefing from my teammates and lean against the wall, scanning the area outside the maze.

As I stepped out of the maze door, the pillar object in front of me came into view.

It was a structure commonly used as cover by the defending side, or, if the attacking side’s line was pushed back, it could be used as cover as well.

If I had hidden behind it, I would likely reveal myself either on the right or left.

Normally, this would lead to a long waiting game, but…

I switched back to streaming voice and smiled at the chat.

“I’m going in.”

Without waiting for a reaction in the chat, I dashed out the door.

I had started with the thought of creating a new account and trying to reach Challenger tier.

There were many who watched the actions of professionals, but this account had never been shown on stream before.

It was worth keeping it hidden, and no one recognized me. 

I was steadily climbing in rank.

That was when I met the user called “Friede.”

Apparently, they were quite famous… or so I had heard.

A player with exceptional skill, even caught up in hacking rumors.

At first, I wasn’t particularly impressed.

But then, I found myself trapped in a match in Grandmaster tier, and an inexplicable sense of frustration overtook me.

I took a moment to recollect the duel in my head to regain my focus.

The nature of the longbow: a single shot could decide the match.

That’s why, in a longbow duel, getting the first shot off was crucial.

In a mirror match between longbow snipers, it always turned into a battle of patience.

Revealing myself first meant becoming the target, so I waited.

Although one side of the bypass maze had been blocked, the remaining forces could still be sent to the other side.

However, my opponent boldly revealed themselves.

‘Had they not noticed my ambush?’ No, there must have been a warning from their central line.

Yet, they made such a reckless decision.

It seemed like the rumors about them were exaggerated.

Their movements screamed of someone in their own world, completely ignoring the situation around them.

‘Not happening.’

The person, who had been hidden behind the pillar, quickly stepped out and nocked their bow.

As always, my crosshairs focused precisely on their upper body.

I had shot thousands of arrows and honed my instincts.

At that moment, I knew the shot would definitely hit.

-Thunk!

The heavy sound of the arrow being released echoed in my ears as the arrow flew toward its target.

I saw first, aimed first, and shot first.

It should have been over.

The aim was perfect, the shot was true.

It felt so effortless, almost too easy.

Perhaps that’s why I had let my guard down.

“…Huh?”

It was as if my brain couldn’t process what was happening.

‘How had they managed to dodge the arrow, twisting their body in such an unnatural way?’

It felt like watching an absurdity unfold before my eyes.

There was no logic, no explanation that made sense.

All that remained in my mind was one simple question: ‘why?’

In front of me, all I saw was Friede, drawing her bow with an unstable posture.

-Headshot!

Her massive arrow pierced my head in less than a second.

As I lay sprawled on the ground, the death mark appeared above me, and a wave of emptiness washed over me.

This game wasn’t an FPS.

It wasn’t a shooting game, but a projectile game. But…

‘Is it even possible to dodge a shot like that?’

‘Why? How?’ Those were the only questions that echoed in my mind.

I had aimed first, shot first, and the shot was accurate. ‘Why did I lose?’

I pushed the question aside, and the game smoothly continued.

My back was exposed to the enemy’s sniper, and the central line was swiftly pushed back.

The power struggle in the bypass maze also tipped in the enemy’s favor, and soon, our Nexus and the Flame of Hope were extinguished.

It wasn’t that I couldn’t catch Friede.

No matter how skilled the control, there are limits in this game. 

I had managed to get a few kills…

But losing in a sniper duel was the kind of shock that stayed with me for a long time.

“Unbelievable.”

“Seriously, insane.”

A voice responded to my mutterings.

Yoonsoo, one of my team members, approached, clicking his tongue in admiration.

He must have watched the match in real-time.

“That person’s a streamer, right? Who was it again? The one who wrecked that Challenger gatekeeper…”

“Friede.”

“Ah, right. That person. I heard she’s pretty good for a woman, but seeing it now… she’s on another level.”

“Yeah.”

Maybe it was because I could still feel the phantom sensation of that massive arrow piercing me.

“She’s really good, no doubt about it.”

As I admitted it, I absentmindedly rubbed my forehead.

“Her skill is great, and her concept’s solid. She has a great voice too. I saw in the community that this is her first stream. I’m gonna subscribe, for sure. At this level, she might even be better than our own Yeonhwa.”

“If she hears that, she’s going to flip out. Be careful, remember what happened last time when you accidentally pissed her off?”

“Yeah, don’t worry, she won’t hear it. Anyway, stop acting all pathetic and get up. We’ve got scrims coming up.”

“…Yeah, yeah.”

I sighed at Yoonsoo’s playful response and switched accounts.

The flashy emblem appeared above my head: a combination of dark blue and rainbow colors.

The symbol of the top 500 in the server rankings.


Next to my tier mark was a name that anyone who played Soul Warfare would recognize and revere.

STK Warden.

My name was Kim Chan-hyuk.

The man who was hailed as the world’s best professional gamer in Soul Warfare.



 
  Chapter 33: Apples are better the sooner, the better


[Even though I don’t know who the opponent is, I’d totally blast them with a shotgun, kekekeke]

[Snipe reaction is ridiculous]

[You’re good with the bow]

[Great aim, sis]

[Show us other weapons too]

[Are you… the Joo-mong of Sowar?]

[What can we do when we can’t avoid a long-range sniper shot?]

[Just pop some popcorn]

[Better hide behind the shield… does popcorn look like J to you?]

The screen was filled with majestic flames, celebrating our team’s victory.

The chat window was buzzing with excitement, celebrating the win.

The decision to use the longbow instead of the broken greatsword wasn’t random. 

It was the result of the teasing during the stream about trying out other weapons.

Using the long-range, one-shot weapon to break through a battlefield where sniping was difficult, we managed to take control of the game.

It was a tightrope walk where one slip could cost you your head. 

For the viewers, there’s nothing more thrilling than a show like this.

‘But we won, so…’

With the victory, the atmosphere kept rising, and it was good to see.

Admiring the numbers on the results screen, I left the game lobby.

[ThatDamage just donated 5,000 KRW!]

[Sis, have you thought about going pro?]

“Thanks for the donation, ThatDamage. Going pro… do I really need to?”

[With your skills, you’d pass STK with ease, anyway.]

[First, let’s aim for Challenger, sis.]

[If you go pro, you’ll be a streamer, though.]

[That’s the whole point, right?]

“Pro players are better than me. Plus, if I think about the living conditions and constant practice, I’d rather not. Doesn’t seem worth it.”

[Most pros would be intimidated to even show their business cards in front of you.]

[Where can you find a pro who dodges longbow shots and lands a headshot in return?]

[If you gave them a mission, most Challengers wouldn’t even try.]

[What?]

Looking at the chat now, it’s clear that not everyone shares my opinion.

Physical skill is important, but the pros are those who have honed every aspect, like mental fortitude and decision-making.

They wouldn’t play like me, just relying on physical strength and playing for fun.

For example, charging into the enemy’s base with a longbow, or fighting with a broken greatsword like I did earlier.

In solo rank, I can either win with my physical skills and get praised, or mess up and get treated like a troll.

But being a pro means it’s not just about me—it involves my team too. 

You can’t just act on impulse.

The fans of the game, and even fans within the same team, argue and bicker on the internet, creating a silent chaos.

No matter how great your physical skills are, the gap between a ranked player and a pro is vast.

“You have to take responsibility when you’re earning someone else’s money. That’s why I can’t go pro.”

[What does being a pro have to do with that?]

[Once you go into the real world and work, you’ll still be stuck with frustrating jobs, so what’s the difference?]

[Ah! If our sis says so, then it’s true.]

[You’re not just hiding out like some otaku, right?]

[Sis, you’re still a baby… gotta protect you.]

[The outside world is dangerous.]

“Anyway, I’m not planning on going pro in the future.”

I also had something else I wanted to talk about.

With all the questions flooding in, it was hard to focus on any one thing.

This was exactly why I felt lost—how do I even begin answering these questions?

[It doesn’t matter in VR, hands-on cams are useless… just do the face reveal already.]

[Maybe setting up the hair and makeup reveal would be easier… the helmet is so suffocating.]

[Who even shows their real face in VR these days?]

Especially questions about my personal details kept coming up nonstop.

Face reveal is a given, what’s my name, where do I live, what’s my body size, and so on.

At first, I thought about ignoring it, but then I realized it wasn’t a good idea to let the chat go off-topic, so I decided to address it directly.

Once the conversation shifted from the game to face reveals, the speed of the chat picked up even faster.

Even with slow mode enabled, it was still overwhelming.

“Why would I show my face? You all know the reason why I’m wearing a helmet. You all said you like my voice, so enjoy imagining my face with that voice.”

[The reason for not showing your face = because you’re a clumsy, awkward girl.]

[Don’t you see the jawline under the helmet? A pig can’t have that kind of line.]

[She’s probably keeping her face private because she’s really pretty. Of course, I’ll keep asking for the reveal anyway.]

[Lolololol]

The chat was in an uproar again.

Throwing out these little crumbs, I felt a subtle sense of control over their emotions. 

But as Da-young said, if I slip up even a little, things could go south quickly.

“Alright, that’s enough with the pointless talk. Hm? You can’t really expect me to keep chatting forever. It’s not like you guys are gonna break into my MS Room and take off my helmet. Oh, the Sowar weapon? I’ll keep using the broken greatsword, but I’ll occasionally try out other weapons. Using the longbow this time was refreshing.”

I quickly glanced at the time.

‘Already 3 hours…’

It was still daylight when I started the broadcast, but time had passed so quickly.

I must have been pretty immersed.

The Q&A didn’t take long and didn’t have any particular theme.

After all, it was my first broadcast, and aside from Soul Warfare, there weren’t any other content pieces to focus on.

Most of the questions coming up were related to the game I just played and the issue of face reveals.

Well, that’s about it.

“Alright, then, I’ll wrap up today’s broadcast here.”

[Wait, I just got back from work, and it’s already over?]

[No way…]

[Can’t you see the 6,000 people yelling right now?]

[We’re seeing a collective demise here… There’s no devil like you, Sensei.]

Someone must have set the chat on fire, as the comments were ablaze.

As a streamer, I had to put out this fire in the chat.

“I’ve been broadcasting for over three hours now, so I’m tired. Hmm, I’ll adjust the broadcast times going forward. I’ll create a channel and post an official notice.”

[That’s expected. But come on, let’s go for a run today, Sis.]

[I’ve only watched for 5 minutes.]

“Well, have a good night, everyone. Adieu~”

Broadcast OFF.

***

The MS room became eerily silent, almost like the screen of a movie where a horde of zombies had just been cut off.

‘Is this what they mean?’

“Did we clear it?”

I muttered to myself, but it felt like a decent joke, and I couldn’t help but smile.

Stepping into the unknown world of broadcasting and then surfacing again left me with a special feeling.

Oh, I was just broadcasting until now.

Just a few minutes ago, I was talking with people.

People were watching my broadcast through other devices.

“Ha-!”

I exhaled in relief, feeling a refreshing sense of liberation.

‘Was there a breeze in this virtual world, where you can’t find traces of nature?’

As I took off my helmet, an inexplicable sense of freshness seemed to pass over my face.

“Ahh!”

After finishing my first broadcast, the tension in my body relaxed, and I stretched.

‘What should I do now?’

Oh, I need to create a YouTube channel too.

‘How should I handle the editing? Should I just cut it up and upload it?’

‘I’ll have to ask Dayoung.’

At this point, I realized just how much I was relying on Dayoung when it came to broadcasting.

She helped me with everything from the setup to the precautions, and she was incredibly reliable.

Since we opened up to each other back when we were both warriors, we had a strong bond that others couldn’t understand.

The more we became friends, the more she seemed to go out of her way to help me. 

I thought I couldn’t lose to that.

On a whim, I decided to send a message to celebrate the end of the broadcast.

[Friede, the broadcast is over.]

[Forming: Message typing…]

I thought it was about time for a reply, but all I saw was the “typing…” notification.

‘Did something go wrong with my broadcast?’

‘Did she watch it all the way through?’

As my thoughts tangled, I found myself staring at the message box aimlessly.

I had watched the broadcast until the very end.

From a veteran streamer’s perspective, Sehee’s first broadcast could be considered a great success.

In her first broadcast, she hit 6,000 viewers in less than three hours.

The peak time, where most viewers are concentrated, was only briefly reached, and most people watched in the late afternoon, so there was a debuff in effect.

If she had started the broadcast around 8 p.m. during prime time, hitting 10,000 viewers wouldn’t have been a dream.

This thought made me smile contentedly, but then the memory of my own shortcomings and Pepe’s trolling almost ruining the broadcast made me feel down.

‘It’s bittersweet—does this mean I’m showing signs of early-stage depression?’

[Friede: The broadcast is over.]

[Forming: Message typing…]

“Ha, what should I say…?”

At first, I thought I should apologize, but…

Now, I found myself hesitating, as though my fingers had gone numb.

It wasn’t a shallow calculation to hide my mistakes, but a sense of guilt for causing trouble for someone I care about.

“If I admit my fault, I could just go and bow, right? Dayoung.”

“You’re just going to go and apologize like that? Do you even have the intention to apologize properly?”

“Well, most of the time, if you bow your head, people forgive you.”

‘Should I smack her on the head?’

I felt an urge to slap Dayoung’s head into a V-shape, but I tried to calm myself down.

“Right, even though it’s frustrating to say it…”

Pepe’s words were right.

‘What good would it do to dwell on it?’

No matter what, I had to face things head-on. 

Only then would the path open up.

“Pepe!”

“What?”

“Do you think I should bow, or should I give her the deep bow? What do you think?”

“Obviously, the deep bow. Don’t you know the rules of Kkumkumta?”

“Alright, then, I’ll do the deep bow, and you do the regular one.”

I ignored Pepe’s pathetic glare and turned toward the monitor.

Taking a deep breath, Dayoung focused, her slender fingers tapping quickly on the keyboard.

It was like she was in a hurry to finish before her determination ran away.

[Forming: Sis, if you’re free today, can we meet? I have something I need to say…]

[Friede: Message being written…]

There was a slight delay before the reply came.

She must have been thinking about the sudden request.

‘What could it be? What’s going on?’

‘Would she think it’s weird? Would she gossip about me behind my back?’

Ah, I hate this. 

I’m not a teenager anymore, trembling over the emotions of one friend. 

What a mess.

As Dayoung anxiously stared at the screen, Sehee’s response came through.

[Friede: Oh, alright. I’ll send you the address. Come over. Let’s have dinner.]

[Forming: Thanks.]

Fortunately, I received the OK sign.

“Hey, are you ready?”

“What’s there to prepare? Let’s go already.”


I looked in the mirror. 

My forehead was all shiny.

There wouldn’t be any problem with the bowing.

Now, it’s time to go with that wicked frog and do the deep and regular bows in front of her.




 
  Chapter 34: Innocence Part 1


This neighborhood is new to me, so I checked the map app to confirm whether I was heading in the right direction.

From Dayoung’s perspective, coming to Gangnam from the Indian neighborhood in Gwanak-gu, which she had lived in since 2021, was unfamiliar in many ways.

I was so flustered when I received the address.

“Where am I?”

Through the gap in my bag, Pepe eyes were darting around, rolling this way and that. 

Perhaps it was the unfamiliar surroundings that piqued his curiosity.

Worried that someone might notice, I gave the bag a light shake, almost like I was dusting it off, and gently patted Pepe.

‘Pepe is in my care, but…’

Who’s looking out for me?

Feeling strangely frustrated, I could almost feel the weight leaving my shoulders as I exhaled.

That feeling that had been tickling my heart since earlier—like my body was twisting in a strange way.

That awkwardness I felt in relationships, unable to calm down on my own—something I thought would end once I graduated from school.

‘What’s wrong with me? I feel so stupid.’

Still, I hurried my steps, eager to see my sister.

“Whoo!”

“Ugh!”

The warm breath against my ear startled me, and my eyes widened in surprise.

“Yo~. It’s been a while.”

‘No way…’

It was an absurd greeting, something I would never have imagined in my wildest dreams. 

Turning around, I saw Sehee, waving at me with a V sign.

She was the picture of ease, completely at ease, unlike my nervous self.

Well, of course, it was natural for her to act this way—she didn’t even know why we were meeting.

“Really! You said you’d wait at home… Why did you come out here?”

She pouted, grumbling, as if to express her discontent.

“I came to pick you up. In case you got lost.”

“Come on, do you think I’m a kid?”

‘Does she think I’m still a 10-year-old or something?’

But then again, even 10-year-olds nowadays know their way around every corner of Seoul.

“Aren’t you cold? Let’s get inside.”

Her hand naturally reached out to grab mine, and I felt the warmth of her touch, like a spring breeze, melting my frozen fingers.

“…Yeah.”

Thanks to that warmth, the anxiety I had about our relationship being ruined over this whole situation melted away like snow.

“Is that a cake?”

“Yeah, I bought it on the way here.”

“Nice. We can eat it with some drinks.”

Sehee’s voice softly echoed as she casually spoke about light things—like how she had some good wine at home, and there were plenty of snacks in the fridge we could nibble on.

When I stole a glance up at her, her face was peaceful, and it gave me a sense of relief.

Maybe that’s why.

‘If I apologize… she’ll probably forgive me.’

I thought, if I apologize sincerely, she would definitely forgive me. 

Of course, that wasn’t my goal, but the cake I was holding was also a form of an apology.

***

After we chatted for a while, the tension inside me began to loosen.

Perhaps because of that, a new feeling started blooming within me.

It wasn’t a deep emotion but simple curiosity.

I had been invited to her house before, but at that time, there was no casual, disheveled side of her that you would typically see at home.

We had stayed the night and had a little mishap in the morning, but other than that, she surprisingly maintained a neat appearance.

Dayoung briefly wondered.

‘What would Sehee be like at home?’

A private space, unlike the public face she always showed outside.

Despite my intention to apologize, I couldn’t help but feel a flutter of excitement.

“Here we are.”

The destination wasn’t far.

Sehee and Dayoung arrived at a villa building.

It seemed relatively new, with an impressive size and a stylish look.

“This is….”

‘Her house?’

I wondered how she managed to afford a place like this in Gangnam, considering the real estate prices are sky-high.

‘Is her family wealthy?’

She did use luxury, limited-edition devices, so maybe that explained it.

‘But how did she manage to make all this money?’

It had been ten years since she left Earth after her hero days. 

Moreover, her identity and appearance had changed, so it was hard to assume she had any remaining wealth.

“What are you doing? Come inside.”

Sehee’s urging broke me out of my thoughts.

Well, I would have a chance to ask her about it later.

Then…

“Excuse me.”

I stepped forward, crossing the threshold.

“Phew, damn it. I thought I was going to die from frustration… Yes.”

“Huh?”

As I entered the house, I felt a bit awkward from the complaint that popped out of Pepe’s mouth, who had jumped out of my bag with a ‘pyo-ron’ sound.

”What’s going on?”

I thought for about five seconds before I realized the cause.

It was a bit of a blow to my pride, but still.

“Hey, don’t talk like that.”

“Damn it, I just got hit…ugh!”

A straight punch hit my face.

Leaving Pepe, who had collapsed like a wilted mosquito on the floor, I turned my head toward Da-young.

Based on her behavior so far, I knew Pepe wouldn’t change her tone voluntarily. There must have been some external stimulus or pressure for this change.

It was clearly related to Da-young. After all, the two of them were inseparable.

“What happened?”

“Umm…”

She hesitated.

“Ah…”

She twitched.

“Well…”

She fidgeted.

“Sit down for now. I’ll get some snacks.”

I stood still, knowing that we wouldn’t get anywhere just by standing here.

Whatever it was, it probably wasn’t something she’d casually talk about.

It must be something she felt was difficult to bring up while sober.

If you asked me how to get her to open up, the answer was clear.

“Did you eat?”

“Kind of. How about you?”

“I also just grabbed something. Should we cut the cake now?”

“I’ll help.”

I waved my hand to dismiss her offer. 

I couldn’t just have her do all the work, especially since she was the guest in my house.

“Wow.”

When I opened the packaging, I saw that the cake Da-young had bought was a dark chocolate one.

Surprisingly large.

This type of cake usually didn’t have a very divisive taste, but chocolate? I couldn’t resist that.

I set everything up with some white wine I had, and it looked pretty decent.

Sitting across from her, I filled our glasses, and Da-young immediately took a sip.

‘Was she thirsty, or was it her heart that was dry?’

Either way, she probably needed something to celebrate.

“Another glass?”

“Yeah. By the way, if I pass out from drinking, is that okay?”

“Of course.”

She nodded, giving her consent, and without a glance at the cut cake, she emptied her glass in one go.

Seeing her like this, I realized today was the day I’d finally get to the bottom of it.

She hadn’t acted like this earlier today while we were preparing for the broadcast, so what had happened in between?

Drinking wine by herself, Da-young suddenly looked around.

Her cheeks, flushed from the alcohol, looked like ripe fruit.

“Wow, you live in a nice place. Is it rented?”

“No? It’s my house. The entire building.”

“What? How?”

“Well… it’s from my warrior pension.”

After defeating the Demon King in another world and saving the world, the goddess had rewarded me with her favor.

Thanks to that, I was able to adapt to society with an identity and wealth that allowed me to live without any shortages, even in this world.

The items I brought back from the other world were sold off, except for my warrior gear and the holy sword, which were disposed of because they didn’t really have a use here on Earth.

I casually spun the story and packaged it as a gift from the goddess.

Then…

***

“Hey, Pepe, damn it.”

After hearing all of it, Da-young exploded like a volcano ready to erupt.

“Why, why…?”

“Why didn’t I get a reward like that? I had also struggled for at least two years, not ten. Shouldn’t I at least get ten million?”

“Right?”

Pepe, seeing Da-young’s fiery demeanor, flailed in a comical manner.

Oh, I could clearly see the mentality from the other world.

“Has she finally lost it? That goddess from the other world is the weird one. A warrior working for no pay is the norm… Cough!”

“Hey! This is why warriors fall from grace! Do you understand?!”

It seemed like she was going to go on a rampage about the curse of the Demon King.

Seeing Da-young shaking Pepe by the neck, I felt a sense of urgency to stop her before things got worse.

“Da-young, stop for a second.”

“That’s not… Ugh!”

I forcibly shoved a piece of chocolate cake into her mouth.

Naturally, it went down without a problem.

“Swallow it quickly or just spit it out. What are you staring at?”

“… One bite.”

With a slight tear in her eyes, she still asked for another bite, like a little chick?

“When you’re stressed, eat something sweet. Drink some alcohol too. You’ll feel better.”

Without answering, Da-young grabbed the cake on the fork and quickly devoured it. 

‘Really, like a baby bird?’

“Da-young, you’ll be a great streamer, so don’t worry too much. I’ll help as much as I can.”

“Now, I’m only on my first day as a streamer.”

“Yeah, 6,000 viewers on my first broadcast.”

“Ugh.”

Her teasing wasn’t the first time she’d done it.

She really had that mischievous side to her.

Well, seeing her like this, I thought the atmosphere had calmed down.

Perhaps it was the effect of the alcohol or the bittersweet chocolate cake, but once the ice was broken, the words started flowing.

“Do you know why I wanted to meet today?”

Da-young seemed ready to bring up the topic.

‘What could it be? What happened?’

I shook my head, signaling I didn’t know, and Da-young emptied the last of her wine before closing her eyes tightly.

“I’m sorry. It’s my fault. I almost ruined your broadcast today.”

“Huh?”

“Wasn’t the broadcast going well?”

Now, I was the one starting to feel uneasy.

“What happened? Tell me in more detail.”

“Well, actually…”

What came out of Da-young’s mouth was quite a surprising story.

I couldn’t believe it. 

The Gold Sun Frog that had been the target of the mission earlier turned out to be Pepe. 

Naming sense, really…

“It’s all my fault. I’m really sorry. If I’d trained Pepe properly, this wouldn’t have happened.”

Da-young apologized, bowing her head, while Pepe just rolled her eyes and avoided looking at anyone.

I’ve seen this before. 

It’s like the owner apologizing for their pet’s bad behavior.

Well, it was awkward, but honestly, I didn’t mind this situation much.

After all, the mission would have been canceled even if the price had skyrocketed.

”I’m not in a situation where money is tight.”

What Da-young had feared, the broadcast going awry, wasn’t going to happen.

Besides, I didn’t think this situation was bad for me at all.

Seeing her apologize like this made me think, “I can really trust Da-young. I can rely on her.”

Even though it might seem like a strange way to think, it felt like a good bond was forming.

I could tell Da-young was troubled by this situation, but if she knew how much it comforted me, I wonder how she would react.

”She’d probably hate it.”

Well, I had long forgotten about Pepe’s little mishap.

I gently smiled, thinking I should support the little warrior in front of me.

There was no real disaster here. 

Pepe’s actions were just a misunderstanding, and in the end, it was for Da-young.

I shouldn’t be too concerned. 

“It’s okay, don’t be so upset.”

”I hope she doesn’t.”

“Da-young…”

Her large eyes shimmered, like a moon about to fall, and I patted her head.

After the atmosphere calmed down, I smiled and said, “Alright, let’s end it here. You and I should clear up our feelings, okay?”

“Thank you. Thank you for accepting my apology.”

Maybe because she’d let go of some of the weight on her heart, Da-young’s face looked much brighter.

It was good to see her smile.

‘But why was Pepe so quiet?’

Looking at that gloomy frog who was quietly eating the cake, I remembered my earlier question and asked again.

“Is Pepe change in tone because of this?”

“Yeah. I’m trying to fix it for real this time.”


“Mm.”

She hadn’t said a word since.

I was tempted to stop her, but unlike Da-young, it seemed like Pepe definitely needed more training.

It was probably fine to leave it like this.



 
  Chapter 35: Innocence Part 2


Once again, it was proven that when it comes to sorting out emotional relationships, nothing beats alcohol.

Bing!

As she opened the cork of the red wine taken from the wine fridge, a rich fragrance filled the room.

She had already finished one bottle, but perhaps due to the sweet atmosphere, no one seemed to have any reservations.

In the now more relaxed atmosphere, the topic that followed was, without a doubt, streaming.

“Do you think I can edit the stream I did this time?”

“That’s not a good idea. It’s best to hire an editor. You have enough money, so you just need to focus on quality.”

Today, Sehee’s first broadcast was a success.

For someone like Hakko, it would have been a stretch to even imagine, but the first broadcast reached 6,000 viewers.

And that was in less than three hours, so it was hard for Dayoung to even guess how many people would join during the weekend live stream.

With this potential shown, they would now need to prepare for explosive growth.

Shorr—rr.

“Oh, it’s red wine. I like sweet ones.”

“It’ll get better the more you drink. Try it.”

She spoke like an aunty encouraging someone to eat, creating a strange imbalance.

With a sly smile, she handed over a glass, which now had a rich color and fragrance.

Taking a sip, she continued the conversation from earlier.

“You know, people like you, who are confirmed to be big-time streamers, usually run things in the form of a competition. There will probably be a lot of applicants.”

Adding a piece of cake into her mouth as though she were adding a bitter aftertaste to the alcohol, she continued.

Her cheeks bulged like a squirrel, but Dayoung had no idea.

She was simply thinking that it was enough to watch slowly in front of her.

“Before you find an editor, should I just take a look at the videos for you?”

“You know how to edit?”

“Since I came back, I’ve been doing everything myself… So I eventually became self-sufficient.”

“Wow.”

As she listened, she realized something: Dayoung was quite a versatile talent.

Blinking her eyes, Dayoung clapped her hands as if she suddenly thought of something.

“By the way, what about the chatroom manager?”

“Why do we need a manager?”

“Well, your stream gets a lot of attention, so you’ll have all sorts of trolls.”

She quickly swallowed her words before saying more about the infamous Pepe.

She decided not to bring it up again, as it was already over and apologized for.

Sehee, however, seemed completely focused on the advice just given.

“Managers are ultimately people you need to trust. What about you, Dayoung? How did you handle it?”

“Usually, you hire someone for this, but it’s more difficult than finding an editor. If you’re not careful, the whole stream can fall apart due to personal connections.”

‘Still with the personal connection problem?’

Well, as long as human nature doesn’t change, it’s a problem that can always come up.

“You can’t just set criteria like with the editor and pick out the good from the bad. You need to set a guideline and keep monitoring them.”

Despite all the precautions, they said things could still go wrong if you’re unlucky.

Well, maybe it’s just a matter of heading straight into the unknown and seeing what happens.

Just as she was about to make that conclusion, something unexpected happened with Sehee and Dayoung.

***

None other than…

“I…”

Pepe, who had only been eating cake, quietly raised his hand and made a shocking announcement.

“I’ll manage the chatroom. Bitchee… Sehee.”

‘Why is she here?’

“You again…!”

“Wait, Dayoung.”

Sehee calmly stopped Dayoung from getting upset and fixed her gaze on Pepe.

There was no sign of any sinister plans.

Instead, there was a strange passion to do something, a kind of unbalanced will shining in the frog’s two eyes.

“I’ll manage everything if the stream time doesn’t overlap with Dayoung or Bitchee Sehee. I don’t need any compensation.”

“Why? There’s no need for you to step in.”

“Well…”

Pepe scratched the back of his head, looking down with a sad expression as she answered.

“I’m also part of the warriors. I should be helping Dayoung, but all I’ve done is drag her down. My family’s falling apart, and society’s falling apart too.”

Pepe.

“I want to make up for it this time.”

Finally, she understood my feelings!

Dayoung, overcome with emotion, was ready to cry, but Pepe scratched the back of his head, giving a shy smile.

“This time, I’ve realized a lot of things. Sorry, Dayoung. Bitchee Sehee too.”

She covered her mouth with both hands to suppress the overwhelming surge of emotions.

Earlier, when Dayoung questioned Pepe about whether he had lost his sense of pride as a warrior.

The words Dayoung said left a deep scar in her heart.

They had fought together, overcoming dangers and trials, opening their hearts as companions.

How deeply those words must have hurt, denying all their past days together.

Toror—rr.

Now that Pepe had regained her pride as a warrior, Dayoung’s eyes glistened with a single tear.

Contrary to Dayoung’s emotional turmoil, Sehee coldly calculated the situation.

Well, it wasn’t like they had a deep emotional exchange like Dayoung had.

And now, Pepe was going to manage the chatroom…

‘Not a bad choice… right?’

Probably?

There was no room for personal connections to ruin the stream, and besides, she would keep an eye on things anyway.

After all, Pepe was a being who couldn’t even form normal human relationships.

Whatever happens, it would be easy to question her and resolve any issues immediately.

She tilted her head slightly but thought, for now, there was no better candidate to recruit.

Leaving the chatroom in a state that felt like the end of the world would also be problematic.

“Alright. Try it.”

“OK. Thank you.”

Hmph.

Somehow, the answer felt unsettling.

Having drunk her third glass, the cold now felt surprisingly cozy.

Leaning against the veranda railing, I looked up at the night sky while sipping wine. 

It had a certain charm to it.

It all started with Sehee’s suggestion to drink outside, since staying inside felt a bit stuffy.

I hadn’t expected it, but she did have a veranda with a perfect view.

“Here, cover yourself with this.”

The warmth of the blanket over my shoulders made me instinctively huddle closer.

“I’m fine,” I said.

“You’re still shaking. Drinking wine doesn’t change the fact that it’s cold. You just can’t feel it. And you’ll end up with a numb mouth.”

“You’re one to talk.”

I swallowed the words, but Sehee, already aware, chuckled softly.

“I’m a different kind of warrior, so I’m okay.”

She said that again. 

Her warrior pride was getting a little too much.

“What do you mean ‘different kind of warrior’? We both fought the Demon King, right?”

“Ah, that? Well, if you put it in terms of a game, it’s the experience points difference.”

“Sorry, veteran warrior with 2 years of experience here.”

“And I’m a 1-day rookie streamer, so I’m okay.”

Though, the difference is that I’m a natural at this.

As we filled our glasses, the conversation shifted to thoughts on streaming.

“So, what made you start streaming, Dayoung?”

“Well, it’s a pretty old story. I mentioned it before, but I thought it seemed fun.”

***

Looking up at the sky, the weather in Seoul was unbelievably clear for a night.

The stars were shining brightly—a rare sight.

It was the perfect moment to reminisce about the past.

“I was going through a phase where nothing felt exciting. I had no hopes or expectations for the future. I was just wasting time. Then, I randomly watched a famous streamer playing games, and it was so much fun that… before I knew it, I was hooked. I thought, ‘I want to do this too.'”

Finishing my drink in one go, I continued, “It’s kind of funny to give such deep meaning to it, but that’s what it was for me. Once I started, I actually found it fun.”

“That’s pretty serious. I just did it to get attention.”

“Pfft! You’re such an attention-seeker.”

“Right? Totally an attention-seeker.”

‘It’s nice, though.’

It’s been a long time since I’ve had such a normal conversation.

‘Normal conversations… they’re enjoyable.’

It’s funny to think that something so simple could feel so meaningful.

Since my return, all my previous friendships were shattered.

But now, as both a warrior and a streamer, I felt like I was sharing thoughts with someone I couldn’t tell anyone else.

‘Ugh, I’m dizzy.’

I think I’ve drunk more than I did at home earlier. 

It’s hitting me hard now.

Maybe it’s time to stop and head back inside.

As I thought about getting up, suddenly my legs gave way.

‘What?’

My body swayed, losing control like a puppet whose strings had been cut.

I was about to fall when Sehee caught me.

“Whoa!”

Thanks to her, I managed to avoid collapsing to the floor in an embarrassing heap.

“My body’s giving out. Let’s rest for a bit.”

Sitting down to catch my breath, my head leaned to one side.

When I rested my face against her warm shoulder, I felt her arm reach around and support me.

It was a comforting feeling—just enough support, but not too much to feel trapped.

It made me feel all warm inside.

“You’d have been the laughing stock if you’d done this in college.”

“Pfft, who would even want me?”

“Why not? You’re pretty. You’d have had a bunch of guys trying to get your attention in college.”

“Heh. Well…”

She seemed to smile at the compliment, but I wasn’t sure if she knew it was one.

It was cute watching her laugh to herself.

In moments like this, I wanted to gently stroke her soft cheeks.

‘Ah…’

As my fingers lightly grazed her face, a small sigh escaped my lips.

I stared blankly ahead when I saw Sehee’s blonde hair brush against my nose.

I gently reached out and ran my fingers through it.

The smoothness and softness made me want to bury my face in it.

Maybe it was the alcohol, but I started to entertain thoughts I usually wouldn’t.

Ah, maybe I was just drunk, but…

I thought that Sehee, with her mix of beauty, charm, and kindness, seemed like the perfect woman, almost too good to be true.

A building owner. A beauty. A warrior. And her personality was so kind.

She treated me well, too.

‘Maybe that would be okay, right?’

‘But she’s a woman.’

Normally, I’d have felt uneasy, but after hearing that Sehee had been a man before, I couldn’t deny that a crack appeared in my mental barrier.

“Unnie.”

I called out to Sehee with a slightly cracked voice.

“Before you were summoned to this world… you said you were a man, right?”

“Yeah, I did. Why?”

“If you were still a man… would you like men or women?”

It was a loaded question, and without hesitation, Sehee answered.

“Women, of course.”

At her response, I looked up, my face completely red.

I met her gaze, the fire in my eyes hidden beneath the intoxication, as I mustered up the courage for a bold question.

Before my mind could lose grip of reality, I spoke.

“If you were still a man… would you…”

I hesitated for a moment before continuing, “Would you still try to hit on me?”

With that, I collapsed, my body giving up.

I guess it was finally too much after drinking so much without stopping.

“Hey, laugh it off!”

As I started to fall backward, Sehee caught me and pulled me into her arms, letting out a hollow laugh.

“You’re a bad one.”

It wasn’t even a prank, yet she’d thrown such an uncomfortable question my way and then fled.

The person left behind in this awkward situation had no way to escape.

It had been an unexpected question at the wrong time, and it almost made my head spin.

But, well, I was probably lucky she didn’t answer.

“Wash your feet and go to bed. Don’t think any funny thoughts.”

I can’t accept your feelings, my pretty little sister.

With Dayoung’s steady breathing beside me, the stars above seemed to twinkle back, as if in reply to my unspoken feelings.

***


A sharp metallic sound rang through the kitchen, as two scissors scraped against each other, their blades clashing.

I didn’t know when he’d come in, but it was Pepe.

“Heh. You idiots are really making a scene.”

He stood at a distance, watching Sehee and Dayoung, his eyes cold with an eerie madness.



 
  Chapter 36: Being taught a lesson was skinny


It’s a strange ceiling. ‘Where is this?’

I lay there staring blankly at the ceiling for about 10 minutes after opening my eyes.

I couldn’t be bothered to remember where I was or what I had been doing before I lost consciousness.

Even if I tried to wrap it up as a form of monotony, the reality was that it was extreme laziness and sluggishness.

“Are you awake?”

“…Uh-huh.”

It was a strange, grotesque sound that could be mistaken for a zombie groan, somewhere between a moan and a response, coming out between my lips.

When I rolled my eyes sideways, the familiar face of a woman appeared.

“Ah…”

Right, I had a drink at my sister’s house yesterday.

I apologized for the incident with Pepe, and we chatted about various things.

And then…

‘I lost track of time.’

I remember having a drink while admiring the night sky from the veranda, but the next part of the night was a blur.

Feeling frustrated by the ungraspable memory, I decided not to think too deeply about it.

Well, I probably just ended up drunkenly stumbling around and then passed out.

It was a baseless confidence, but I didn’t think I was much of a heavy drinker. 

Even now, I thought the same.

“Alright, it’s tough, but you have to get up.”

“Are we having porridge again?”

“Yeah. I ordered it.”

I had a sneaking suspicion she liked ordering takeout. 

***

Well, after the drinks yesterday, she must be tired.

When I got out of the shower, the meal was already prepared, so I sat down awkwardly, swallowing the porridge and trying to clear my thoughts.

As my consciousness fully returned, I started to recall bits and pieces of my memory.

‘Something must have happened.’

I wasn’t sure whether the thing I was swallowing was just porridge or a garbage dump of forgotten memories.

If I simply couldn’t remember, I wouldn’t be feeling this way. 

There was something unclear about it…

‘It can’t be helped.’

If I couldn’t recall it myself, I’d have to ask someone nearby for help.

I turned to Sehee, who was quietly eating her porridge, and stared at her for a while before speaking up.

“Sis.”

“Yeah?”

“By any chance…”

I couldn’t help but admire the beauty in her round eyes, like they had gems in them, as I asked my question.

“Did I make a mistake yesterday?”

I felt a slight tension, my eyes trembling as I waited for her answer, trying to steady my awkward feelings.

“A mistake? I’m not sure…”

She smiled brightly, completely at ease, and said, “I can’t remember either. I think I overdid it a bit.”

“But you’re good with alcohol, right?”

“Well, I am, but we finished four bottles of liquor, Dayoung.”

That was more than enough to knock out even the most seasoned drinker.

Sehee, waving her hands dismissively, didn’t seem to care much about what I said.

With her support, the fragments of the memory that seemed like they were something serious started to fade away.

‘Well, probably nothing happened.’

I wasn’t out drinking with a man or causing any trouble, so I was probably overthinking things.

Maybe I was just being more sensitive than usual since the nuclear controversy. 

That might be it.

***

After finishing breakfast, I quickly packed up to leave.

“Sorry, sis. I must’ve been a bother.”

“No worries, just call me anytime if you’re having trouble. Be careful on your way back.”

“Take care, Sehee. I’ll see you on TV later.”

“Yeah, take care.”

Pepe waved his hand as he was about to leave, and I did the same. 

Her tone was still a little sharp, but compared to before, it was a huge improvement, so I ignored it. 

‘I’m sure Dayoung would correct her behavior.’

After Dayoung and Pepe left, Sehee, once again alone, glanced around.

Ah, the warmth of human presence had faded, and the atmosphere felt cold again.

Just a few hours ago, the warmth of Dayoung and Pepe had filled the space.

“Not bad.”

It wasn’t just Dayoung and Pepe; maybe it wouldn’t be bad to try building new connections as well.

It might be one of the right ways to receive attention.

But then…

“Maybe I shouldn’t have said I didn’t know?”

I had intentionally pretended not to know when Dayoung asked if anything had happened with a man while drinking yesterday.

It was a sensitive topic, and I didn’t want things to get awkward.

In this new body of mine, I wasn’t sure what kind of stance I should take yet.

My mind was still male, but my body was not, and facing such an unprecedented situation, a sudden confession could be incredibly awkward.

I sighed deeply, feeling my shoulder muscles relax.

‘What should I do…?’

I had planned to ask Dayoung for help with editing the video, but at least I should try to handle the first episode myself.

I wasn’t in the mood for virtual reality, so I just turned on the computer.

Maybe it was because of the hangover, but I convinced myself it was that reason…

“Lonely…”

I felt a bitter taste in my mouth from the strange sadness that lingered.

In many ways… it was a morning that made me crave a cigarette.

“Sigh…”

Pepe, who had been spinning in the opposite direction, made a rude sound as if to make me dizzy.

He seemed to be having fun with that mischievous attitude.

Ah, now that I think about it…

“Pepe, you didn’t drink yesterday, did you?”

“I didn’t have a single drink. Why?”

“Then you must know. Did I do anything strange because I was drunk?”

Pepe, who had quietly been filming a cake-eating video, had probably stayed fully conscious throughout the evening.

Looking at Pepe with eyes full of mixed expectations and anxiety, Dayoung pulled out her smartphone.

Turning her body and fiddling with the screen, Pepe responded nonchalantly.

“If you’re talking about strange behavior, well, we just talked a lot while drinking, calling each other attention-seekers and whatnot.”

Despite the response, Pepe tilted his head, sensing something strange in the atmosphere.

He kept tapping the screen, which seemed a bit odd.

‘Is he trying to play a game or something?’

Pepe sometimes played mobile games when bored, and Dayoung allowed it as long as he didn’t overdo it.

But now, something else seemed to be important.

“So, I didn’t say anything weird, right?”

“That’s right.”

“Hmm, really? Nothing happened? I knew I wouldn’t get into trouble even if I blacked out.”

***

At Dayoung’s comment, Pepe burst out laughing, unable to hold it back.

‘What? Even if she blacked out, she wouldn’t cause trouble?’

The words of Sehee came to mind. 

Dayoung, this girl must have been the victim of every flirtation once she got to college.

The memory of almost starting a scissors battle with Pepe the night before, without even remembering it, was enough to make Dayoung feel embarrassed.

“Heh, really? I’ve been quiet all this time, and now you’re acting like this?”

A disturbing vibration made Dayoung frown involuntarily.

‘What did she just say?’

“Pepe, didn’t I tell you yesterday? If you speak like that, I won’t talk to you anymore.”

Dayoung coldly reprimanded, her voice sharp and her expression icy, like a manifestation of cold air as she confronted Pepe.

‘But did Pepe understand?’ If she acted arrogantly now, he would be shattered by a final blow, falling into ruin.

“So you’re picking a fight with me, huh?”

“I clearly said it in front of Sehee, didn’t I? I won’t cause any more trouble.”

“Yeah, but…”

Pepe, still engrossed in his smartphone, exuded an ominous vibe. 

Something unholy seemed to emanate from him, as though his body had taken shape with a malevolent force.

With a twisted movement, Pepe turned his head, a wicked smile spreading across his face…

“Can you still look down on me after hearing this?”

He triumphantly declared “Checkmate!” and without hesitation, tapped a button on the screen.

It was as if Pandora’s box had been opened, and something emerged from his phone…

[Before you were summoned to this world… you said you were a man, right?]

“What?!”

It was Dayoung’s voice.

‘What did she just say? She didn’t remember saying anything like that…’

[If… if you were still a man right now…]

[As I said earlier… would you still mess with me?]

“Ah…”

“Did I really say that? To Sehee?”

As Dayoung’s world crumbled and collapsed, her consciousness began to dissolve. 

The words she thought she’d never hear again were now echoing in her mind.

“Well, nothing happened? Even though I blacked out, I didn’t cause any trouble?”

It was time for her to return as the proud “patriotic conservative Pepe.”

“No such thing, Dayoung-geya.”

The ridiculous laugh made even a clown look innocent by comparison.

“The accident you were worried about, the dark past you wanted to forget!”

With even more amusement than before, she continued.

“No matter what happens!!!”

In an even more bizarre tone, she danced around triumphantly.

“Absolutely!!!!”

With insane laughter filling the air.

***

In the whirlwind of victory, Dayoung stared with hollow eyes, her gaze drenched in despair.

“That’s…”

“Is this something I should say to a hero, you crazy frog?”

“No, that’s not the important part.”

“Did I really say that?”

[If… if you were still a man right now…]

[As I said earlier… would you still mess with me?]

The repeated voice recording echoed in her mind.

Even if she wanted to cover her ears, it slipped through, thoroughly destroying Dayoung’s peace of mind.

“AAAH!”

Finally, unable to hold on any longer, Dayoung’s scream pierced the air.

She had realized too late that even a hero couldn’t withstand this kind of pain.

“Alright! Surrender already…”

Pepe, excited by the imminent victory, began to dance in celebration, when—

-Thud!

“Geulruk?!”

Dayoung’s hand shot out like lightning and grabbed Pepe by the neck.

“What the—Dayoung-geya! Let go!”

Dayoung’s grip tightened on Pepe’s neck, and in the tangled mess of hair, Dayoung’s eyes glowed with a chilling light.

“I told you? I’ve told you so many times… I hate that tone.”

“Cough! It’s not that…”

“So… what? Did you think I would act like a dog, crawling around with my weakness exposed because I didn’t want to show Sehee my dark past?”

Tell me what you have to say.

It wasn’t something that could make their relationship awkward.

To think that their bond as warriors would collapse over something so trivial.

“This isn’t going to work.”

“What, what do you mean?”


“You really need to be taught a lesson.”

With a firm resolve in her eyes, Dayoung clenched her small fist.

Pepe immediately sensed that things were going awry.

“D-death?”



 
  Chapter 37: One’s due


Editing the video… it ended up being closer to piecing things together.

I made it by watching some reference videos uploaded to YouTube, but the result was a disaster.

I was hesitant to leave the first video to Dayoung, and I even drank a lot last night to boost my confidence, but in the end, what I saw in front of me was a disastrous piece patched together with a sense of chaos, like a ragged quilt.

I spent quite a bit of time thinking about things like scene transitions, effects, and how to make everything flow smoothly.

In the end, I gave up because it seemed impossible to fix anymore.

Still, I thought I had put in a fair amount of effort.

But to see the result as nothing more than this level of quality was disappointing.

Thinking about showing it to people soon made my face flush with embarrassment.

The final product, not to mention the thought of re-watching my own video over and over, really required a lot of self-restraint.

I now understand why creators often feel self-conscious about their work and fall into self-doubt, even when they think it’s not good enough.

If I could turn back time, I’d want to remake that first broadcast.

‘Maybe I should have just asked Dayoung for help.’

Now, it felt a bit too late to ask, and I didn’t want to waste the effort I’d put in so far.

Anything is easier to think about than to actually do. I realized life is all about practice, ‘but what can you do?’

It’s hard to joke about the first broadcast now, so I guess I’ll just have to wrap it up this way.

***

“You’re telling me you’re going to edit this, then do a live upload while broadcasting?”

At first, since I was knowledgeable and skilled in streaming, I called Dayoung “Yongsaforming” with a teasing tone.

But now, she’s helping me with this… ‘Is she secretly three people?’

Now that I’ve hit the ground running on my own, I’m reevaluating my thoughts about Dayoung.

Well, first things first, let’s upload it.

I logged into my YouTube account and accessed the new channel I just created.

The channel’s name was Friede777.

I added the number 777, thinking it would bring good luck, and incorporated it into my English name.

I set the channel name, but once I did, I found myself worrying about a new problem.

‘Will viewers be able to recognize that this channel is mine just by seeing the name?’

The distinction between the channel name and my actual account nickname, with the Korean and English differences, made me a little concerned.

‘Isn’t it often these small differences that make people lose interest?’

“Ah— this is subtly tiring.”

Since editing was so difficult, I thought about hiring an editor, but it felt a bit overwhelming because it was my first time.

And the naive idea that once the video was uploaded, ‘I’d be done?’ Well, it turns out there are still many more things to worry about.

Even when I tried to upload, I realized there were many things I still had to manage on the channel.

Notices, community posts, Switch channel linking, banner settings… and so on.

If it were just one video, I could let the low quality slide.

After all, it’s my first video, and I could always overwrite it with new ones later.

But since the channel is going to stay with me as I continue streaming, I felt it would be inappropriate to just slap it together.

I absentmindedly stared at my channel.

Friede777 Channel.

Aside from the fact that there’s only one video, ‘doesn’t it feel too barren?’

‘I want to decorate it more.’

The familiar desire to make things better surged inside me, demanding attention.

Ah, I know this feeling.

It’s like when you’re playing a high-end action RPG game, Sky Forest.

The game was known for how you could upgrade its quality with various mods.

People would end up spending more time installing mods than actually playing the game.

When I was really into it, I spent more time installing mods than playing the game itself.

Now, when I look at my YouTube channel, I feel that same desire to customize and enhance things, just like I did with my mods.

They say a pretty ghost is easy to eat… ‘Is this what they mean?’

Anyway, after thinking about it, I realized I needed more than just an editor.

I started thinking I might want to find an illustrator too.

These days, animators are doing a great job of implementing animation styles in 3D. 

If I make it right, the channel could look a lot more dazzling.

‘I also want to add music.’

If I could add some copyright-free, custom-made BGM, it might really bring out the feel I’m going for.

Once you solve one problem, more follow. 

New tasks keep popping up, one after another.

The problem is that I know a lot about these things.

Still… I have my trump card, so it shouldn’t be a big problem.

‘I’ll ask Dayoung later.’

‘Why is Dayoung called Dayoung?’

It’s because she’s good at everything, so people call her that.

But for now, I’ll put it off for future me to deal with, and focus on uploading the video first.

***

Video upload: on.

These days, computers are so powerful that long videos upload quickly.

The world really has gotten better. 

Although, considering virtual reality is already here, saying that now sounds a bit silly.

Since I was uploading only one video, I decided to post a message on the channel’s community page.

It feels like I’m being insincere if I upload a video without even introducing myself.

-Friede777 Channel-
Posted by: Friede777
“I’ve created a channel. Please take care of it. :)”

Hmm, that should be good enough.

“Let’s take a break today.”

If you keep pushing yourself, burnout is inevitable.

To shake off the nervousness from the first broadcast and to recover from the hangover caused by last night’s excessive drinking, I decided to take a proper rest today.

”Da-young probably isn’t streaming today either.”

‘What should I do?’ Maybe I’ll watch some TV for a change.

***

Sehee thought her broadcast had been successful, but she didn’t really feel how successful it actually was.

She knew that having 6,000 viewers on her first stream was impressive, but she only saw it as a number—a feeling akin to bureaucratic detachment, a mere statistic.

”Hmm, 6,000 viewers… I guess that’s impressive.”

She didn’t grasp the full significance of it. 

If someone else had achieved what Sehee had, they would have been celebrating with tears of joy and loud cheers all night.

Of course, there’s always the risk of getting carried away and then being let down, so perhaps it was better to stay grounded.

But, in the end, Sehee did feel like she had somewhat underestimated her own popularity.

For example… this.

Soul Warfare Gallery

[General] Friede Unni, you started a YouTube channel!

[Posted by: BaeBaeJo]

[Nutube.com/channel/Vmflep777Durlek]

[First video is up!]

[Friede Unni’s channel, please show some love (Tzzyung~)]

[Likes: 1989 / Dislikes: 168]

“Don’t you dare Tzzyung me, you bastard.”

”Why are you promoting a channel that’s not even Friede’s?”

”Huh? The channel is real though. I thought it was a trap.”

”As expected from Friede Unni… I knew she’d start a channel.”

Friede Minor Gallery

[Notice] It’s Jutdak

[Posted by: BaeBaeJo]

[Nutube.com/channel/Vmflep777Durlek]

[First video is up. Please show lots of interest in Unni’s channel.]

[This gallery will be for Unni, by Unni, and about Unni.]

[Likes: 189 / Dislikes: 3]

“Why are you in here, bro?”

“This guy’s more sincere about Friede than anyone else, lol. Too funny.”

“Jutdak, you posted this on the Soul Warfare gallery too. What’s your relationship with Friede? Are you just a crazy fan?”

”No way, there’s a streamer who started a minor gallery on their first day? LOL.”

”Next thing you know, they’ll create a World Tree Wiki page.”

”You’re seriously out of your mind, you bastard. LMAO.”

-Friede777 Channel

[Is this channel a festival?]

”It’s not a festival; it’s a funeral.”

”Waaah… yesterday the stream got cut off, and I froze to death.”

”So, there’s a 6,000-viewer stream that killed me? I came here to check.”

[Friede Unni uploaded a video!]

”Unni!!!! I’m dying!!!!”

”The video on Friede’s channel… it’s pretty precious.”

”First viewer of Unni’s first video, that’s me, slurp.”

”Ugh, these bastards… we’re having some serious bone broth today.”

[Look at the video quality, LOL.]

”Damn, did the equipment break, or is it just that they have no hands? Made something like this.”

”Ahem, what’s with the language towards our sensei? Our sensei’s total satisfaction with the body.”

”The edit’s fine, but what about that awkward light effect during the transition? Was it trying to blind the viewers?”

”If you’re a virgin, it’s normal to be a bit clumsy… we should be understanding.”

”Damn, these upper-class guys sure know how to talk.”

[Is this where the bastard who killed the viewers’ souls is streaming?]

”Don’t insult sensei.”

”Killing souls… I can’t let that slide.”

”That person has to live in the real world, unlike you.”

[When’s the next stream!!!]

”Post it in the announcement!”

”Wait for it… they’ll whisper in the starlight soon…”

[Hmm, nice voice. I’ll subscribe first.]

”If you take off the helmet, I won’t ask for anything else.”

”Honestly, I’m curious. Season 32 premiere, if Unni’s channel is called Friede, I’ll upvote… at least I will, haha.”

”You’re pretty consistent, huh?”

[Is this sensei’s channel?]

”It’s barren, like Soul Warfare.”

”It’s obvious; it’s just the beginning.”

[Already made a Friede minor gallery.]

”Everyone, come together!”

”When did this get made?”

”Saw Suho’s bowl get cracked, made the gallery.”

”Does the bone broth Friede makes get distributed there too?”

[Ah, sensei’s counterattack at 18:46 was legendary.]

”The way the opponent was targeted… so clean without any excess. That’s how it ended up, haha.”

”Everyone was sympathizing with the opponent’s humiliation during the live… it’s like they’re creating a new one for them.”

”Every match feels like a mad movie. Watching just the gameplay’s pretty fun.”

”The problem is, after all that, this bastard ended the stream after just 3 hours…”

”Did you give up thinking about the next one?”

[Friede doesn’t seem too concerned with money.]

”That character model looks like it was made by someone who’s drowning in money… Isn’t streaming more about fun than money?”

”Don’t think just because you’re doing gacha you’re a golden spoon. Who’s broadcasting just as a hobby? Not an attention seeker.”

”True… if I had money to burn, I’d probably just play games and buy stuff. I wouldn’t even think about streaming.”

The small promotion in the Soul Warfare community began to draw attention to Sehee’s channel, like the incoming tide.

The reactions were half cheers, half criticism, and there were many viewers.

To anyone unfamiliar, it might have seemed confusing, with the reactions evoking thoughts of chicken.

However, these mixed responses were to be expected.

Even if she was getting targeted by some, her impressive skills had earned her a spot among the elite.

Sehee’s first broadcast had already been a huge success, which proved her worth.

Plus, it wasn’t just fame.

The first broadcast, which had been hyped up for months, ended abruptly after just three hours. 

She had left at the peak, leaving her audience hanging.

When viewers were begging her to continue, she had shut it down coldly.

The disrespect of leaving her 6,000 viewers in the middle of the broadcast was not something Sehee could easily brush off.


By the time she ended, there were about 1,000 viewers left who had been watching her for less than 30 minutes.

She cut the atmosphere short just when it was starting to heat up.

Some of the viewers, who had stayed through it all, couldn’t help but mock her for it.

Sehee’s channel, Friede777, had already begun to build its reputation—good or bad.



 
  Chapter 38: Ready to tame


It had been 20 minutes since Da-young moved from the uncomfortable chair to the bed.

She brought the straw of her tumbler to her lips while still not taking her eyes off the screen.

As she savored the coffee being sucked up through the straw, she felt her mood lighten a little, and the complaints she had been holding in burst out.

“Seriously, if someone saw me now, they’d think I’m not a streamer, but a manager.”

She casually checked the public’s opinion and was watching the edited video that had just been uploaded when she felt the sorrow of a nanny looking after a child, causing her to smile wryly.

Since yesterday, when she started setting up the channel and asking about various things, it had reached a point where it wouldn’t be an exaggeration to say that she was raising the child herself.

‘What could she do?’ Even if the channel had 6,000 subscribers, Sehee unnie was still a beginner when it came to streaming. 

With that much effort required, there was no other choice.

‘It’s not going to last long anyway.’

Like most things, this kind of situation was more about experience and instinct than theory. 

If she set things up properly at the beginning, Sehee would probably handle things on her own later.

“The reactions… well, they’re not bad.”

She muttered indifferently, without any real change in her tone.

Gaining fame was just a natural step.

There were a few extreme reactions, but the content itself wasn’t problematic.

It was typical for fans to grumble when a pretty streamer quickly ended the broadcast. 

That was just the nature of the “juice” (diehard fans). 

Besides, not all the reactions were like that.

“Of course, Da-young. With me, the skinny chair model, promoting too, anything less would be disappointing.”

Ignoring the narcissistic ramblings of the “skinny chair,” Da-young sighed inwardly. 

For some reason, her mind felt unsettled.

The desire to snap the skinny chair’s skull into a V-shape and the annoyance at its arrogant frog-like speech had been restrained somewhat.

Except for a few words, everything else was the same…

Probably, that arrogant little bastard was just waiting for a chance to redeem himself. 

In other words, he still hadn’t been fully reformed.

The thought of delivering more corrective punches crossed her mind, but she worried that the skinny chair might “disappear” if she did that, so she decided not to act further.

‘What was it about this guy?’ In the end, she compromised by just fixing his tone of speech.

‘There will be a chance to turn him back into an angel with that innocent tone.’

Believing that the opportunity would come eventually, she decided to be content with the progress made so far.

‘Even with just the change in his tone, hadn’t he made huge progress?’

The “skinny chair,” who had been constantly pestering her about the lack of chat moderator activity, urged Da-young again.

***

“But when is Se-hee going to stream? I need to be put in as a chat moderator. Did you forget about me?”

“Well? Now that you mention it, she never said when she’d start.”

‘Should I contact her?’

Da-young replied casually while taking out her smartphone.

[Forming: Unnie, when is Pepe going to be put in?]

[Friede: Writing a message…]

Ah, she saw it right away.

The message, written in about a minute, was soon sent to Da-young’s phone.

[Friede: Pepe will be put in later… I have something to experiment with right now.]

‘Experiment?’

‘What kind of experiment was she talking about?’

The unexpected answer made Da-young tilt her head in confusion.

Ding..

Soon, the notification sound of her smartphone rang.

Se-hee unnie had written a new post on the Friede channel.

Could this be related to the “experiment” she had mentioned earlier? With curiosity, Da-young accessed the community section of the channel.

[Friede777 Channel -]

[Author: Friede777]

“Today, I will start the broadcast at 7 PM.”

What’s this?

Looking at the time, it was 6:50 PM.

Starting in 10 minutes, she thought, but the announcement seemed too ordinary to be worth much attention.

She didn’t understand what the “experiment” was, so she looked at Pepe, but there was no answer.

Pepe just shrugged and muttered, “I don’t know?”

Da-young finished all the setup and waited for the broadcast time to arrive.

She was preparing to try something different today, and her heart raced as she just stared at the clock.

She was full of anticipation, thinking about what kind of reaction she would get and how her audience would show interest.

Then the message panel lit up, signaling that a new message had arrived.

[Forming: Unnie, when is Pepe going to be put in?]

Pepe… oh, right.

Thinking about it, you’re one of the reasons for this too.

‘What should I do? Should I put him in right now?’

After a moment of thought, Da-young shook her head.

Now was not the right time.

There was still a need to observe a little longer.

Yeah. This was, in a way, an experiment.

[Friede: Pepe will be put in later… I have something to experiment with right now.]

She paused for a moment before quickly typing out the message and sending it, letting out a faint, amused smile.

The decision to try something new started the day before, when she uploaded the edited video and saw the reactions.

The previous broadcast had been successful, so she thought she could just show the same Soul Warfare ranked game again.

But as she edited, the chat history presented her with new dilemmas.

The first problem was the constant demand from certain users to perform specific actions, which was cluttering the chat.

Ah, among them, there were some inappropriate ones. 

Even if it wasn’t Pepe, this could have been a problem waiting to explode.

She had already brought it up in the first broadcast, but she felt it would only get worse from here on out.

The second problem was controlling the level of attention.

She began to feel doubtful about whether this was really okay.

It wasn’t that it was bad, but she was afraid it would become monotonous if things continued as they were.

The same gameplay, the same excitement.

While it was important to follow the mainstream, this was the kind of thing that could get boring over time.

If someone asked her what she meant by “monotony” so soon after the first broadcast, she had no answer.

But this was something she had to prepare for in advance.

Sometimes, a little “spice” was needed. 

After all, there was no need to keep eating the same meal every day.

It seemed necessary to slightly adjust the level of attention, much like changing side dishes.

While editing, I came across a viewer’s comment that gave me a good idea.

By addressing the problem, I could consistently engage with the audience and draw out their attention.

***

[-Friede777 Channel-]

[Posted by: Friede777]

“The broadcast will begin at 7 PM today.”

I posted a new announcement on the YouTube channel community.

Well, the dice have been rolled.

It doesn’t really matter if the announcement is posted 10 minutes before the broadcast starts.

‘It took some effort to prepare this.’

I just hope the results will meet my expectations—of course, I mean my own expectations.

The remaining 10 minutes passed in a flash. 

The time had come.

As I looked down at my outfit before starting the broadcast, I considered what Da-young had said.

I was dressed in the ‘normal’ warrior gear—smoothly wrapped in elegant clothing.

Ah, if I wore that on top of it… it would really be something to behold.

Well, the best case would be for that situation to never arise, though.

After rechecking that the broadcast was running smoothly, I cleared my throat and adjusted my voice before greeting the viewers.

“Broadcast has started.”

Without any flashy lines, I simply started it casually.

In response to my voice, the chat exploded with fiery comments.

[Frha!]

[Host!]

[Friede, your voice, ehehe~]

“Open the door! I’m cold!”

[This is the perfect timing, sensei.]

[Let’s do an 8-hour full broadcast today.]

[Did you see the community reactions?]

[Yo, the broadcast is supposed to be on Switch, why is it on YouTube?]

Like a horde of zombies, viewers flooded in the moment the broadcast started.

The ever-updating viewer count and the overwhelming collective attention made the chatroom feel chaotic.

I shrugged. 

This wasn’t an unexpected reaction.

“Yes, it’s a nice evening. Have you all had dinner?”

[Already devoured it.]

[I ordered chicken.]

[I’ll eat while watching!]

Let’s start the ranked game already, noona!]

As the pace of the broadcast picked up faster than the first stream, the speed of the chat was like a steam train devouring coal.

Glancing at the viewer count, it had surpassed 4,000 in less than 10 minutes.

At this speed, it didn’t matter whether it was trolling or anything else. 

The chat was being overtaken in a second.

[Yo, this chat is moving too fast.]

[I’m getting dizzy ]

[How long has it been since we started and it’s already going crazy?]

[Sensei, let’s set a follow-only mode or a 1-minute, 1-chat chance.]

[Yo, are you the only one writing in the chat?]

[You follow too!]

[Chat’s going wild, huh. It’s meaningless even if you follow, right?]

‘But what is broadcasting? Isn’t it all about communication?’

Asking the viewers to communicate in a chat like this was like demanding excessive physical effort from them.

Indeed…

‘I might need to manage this.’

I was about to casually adjust the panel when a thought suddenly crossed my mind, causing my delicate fingers to freeze in mid-air.

Ah, this might be fun.

For a brief moment, a cold smile crossed my face, but it was so brief that the viewers probably didn’t notice.

I took a moment to calm myself, then awkwardly opened my mouth, maneuvering my hands through the holographic panel.

“How do I do this again?”

If another streamer were watching, they’d probably think, ‘Oh no, she’s not going to figure this out, is she?’

As I fumbled with various settings, the chat exploded with comments.

[Does she really not know the settings?]

[What?]

[Is she… clueless?]

[At this point, it’s bold of her.]

[Didn’t anyone teach her about chat moderation?]

“Guys, calm down. Hold on a second. And seriously, don’t talk bad about me.”

Let’s ban this guy.

The first ban of the season was made, and the chat went wild.

The peaceful atmosphere quickly gave way to chaos, which gave the viewers a fresh experience.

At first, they wondered if I really didn’t know, but seeing me fiddle with the screen and settings, new thoughts began to form.

There was something mischievous about the idea of making her squirm.

This new change was enough to ignite a new fire in the viewers watching me.

[?? Who got mad?]

[Seriously, what’s there to calm down about?]

“Stop, stop burning up the chat.”

[Our host keeps whining for us to stop.]

[This is so new, hehe~]

[Hey, Friede, let’s go with the ‘laissez-faire’ approach in the chat.]

[What does Marxism and laissez-faire have to do with this?]

[Oh, the Great Depression hit the chat, what the heck?]

As I dragged the moment on, the timing became perfect, and a cold smile crept onto my face as it showed beneath my helmet.

Without hesitation, my finger hit the panel with precision.

“Ta-da~! It wasn’t that I didn’t know.”

I quickly set the chat to follow-only mode with 1 chat per minute, and without missing a beat, I shrugged and announced.

And with that, the hooks started pouring in again.

[Meeting]

[????? What? You knew?]

[Are you messing with us like this?]

“You should’ve set this from the start, sensei.”

[Another victim of the establishment, huh?]

I let out a small exclamation of delight.

The chatroom, filled with texts, was now in a state of silent uproar.

‘Is this really the firepower you can generate in a follow-only, 1-chat-per-minute setting?’

Well, it’s still okay—there’s a flow to it.


The intensity gradually subsided as the chat fell into a lull, and I felt much more satisfied with this outcome.

With that energy, I stuck my tongue out at the camera and made a victory sign.

It might seem childish, but somehow, I felt like I’d won.

As I savored the intense attention from the viewers, a smile I could barely suppress escaped from my lips.



 
  Chapter 39: Islamic Warrior Streamer


The chat noise was pushed aside for a moment as I logged into Soul Warfare.

It was a bit of a malicious act to tease the viewers, but this kind of attention had a certain charm to it.

I couldn’t do it often, though.

When the loading finished and my sight was restored after the blackout, the view of the grand castle, adorned with a red sunset, caught my eye.

In Soul Warfare, even the same place can have different points of appreciation.

Sometimes, the sky shows a clear blue, it rains, or the sunset occurs—ordinary weather changes depending on the time of day.

The player runs through the grand castle, and its majestic architecture, thanks to these changes, shows off its colorful beauty.

It might seem like just a simple game, but the dreamy and mythic grandeur of the background is one of the key elements that increases the game’s popularity.

Seeing such picturesque views automatically makes me whistle in admiration.

‘That world wasn’t lacking in architecture either, but… The world I visited as a warrior was different from Earth, and if I were to compare atmospheres, it’s closer to Soul Warfare’s setting.’

The existence of the castles built on massive mountains in that world was one of the few things I admired when I was first thrown into that world.

Perhaps this thought came to me because, instead of the usual gloomy dark clouds, the view was now bathed in a warm sunset.

I might be feeling a little sentimental now.

“Today, the lobby screen has a nice atmosphere. Normally, the dark clouds were gloomy, but now, the sunset is setting.”

[The sunset… is setting.]

[Just McC… Ugh!]

[Shh! Don’t say that name here.]

[It’s a rare scene, the room owner is lucky.]

[BearCharcoalMaterialPooh donated 10,000 KRW! Sis, don’t move, just stay still. I want to take a picture.]

The sunset light wrapped around the red curtains, and a different donation appeared.

“Want to take a picture?” That probably means… a screenshot?

When I first saw the donation message, I hesitated for a moment on whether to refuse, but I quickly shook off the thought, realizing it was pointless.

‘I’ve been captured and preserved countless times while playing the game, so what’s the point of taking another shot in the lobby screen?’

Instead, I thought, this is possible because of the virtual reality.

‘The reality is so impressive that there’s no need to struggle and take photo shoots outside, right?’

[BearCharcoalMaterialPooh donated 5,000 KRW! Mom, can you do another pose?]

Without hesitation, the answer slipped out.

“OK.”

“Confirm.”

I gave a short reply, took my broken greatsword, switched the camera angle, and struck a light pose.

In such a scenic setting, a flashy pose would only ruin it.

I wanted to keep it natural and simple.

I planted the broken blade into the ground, resting one hand on the hilt like a staff, and stood there.

It captured a decent atmosphere.

[This guy, Mo Hanu.]

[Hey, don’t you play ranked games anymore?]

[Did you suddenly catch celebrity syndrome? What’s going on?]

[I like it. It’s rare to see a sunset in Soul Warfare’s lobby.]

[Sis strikes a pose and it looks like a painting.]

[Before the door opened, I almost froze to death, but the sunset warmed me up.]

[Anyway, it’ll disappear in 10 minutes, so just enjoy the view… It’s not easy to see the sunset in the lobby.]

[I’ve played Soul Warfare for over a year, and I’ve only seen the sunset in the lobby about three times.]

[I’m clipping this. This is nice to watch.]

“Does it disappear in 10 minutes?”

[Didn’t you know?]

[The default is dark and gloomy, but sometimes you see a starry sky, sunset, or sunrise, but it doesn’t last more than 10 minutes.]

[Are you part of the community or not?]

[Is that broken sword used to train the other players?]

“No, the lobby view doesn’t change, right? So, this sunset will disappear in 10 minutes, too?”

[Yes, sis, it’s been around 7 minutes, so there’s not much left.]

[Tron Games, those jerks, fix the lobby sunset to stay for my sister!]

[The sunset… is really setting.]

[3 minutes left. Haha.]

[Ah! Soul Warfare’s essence is the deep, dark gloom. What’s all this sunset nonsense, like some gay romance?]

[The Soul Warfare my sister plays… it’s traditional romance, you jerks.]

‘It seems like 10 minutes isn’t enough to enjoy this scene.’

‘I wish it could last a little longer.’

I checked the information and glanced through other messages, and now there’s only about 1 minute left.

While watching the sunset slowly fade, I tried to soothe my regret.

[BearCharcoalMaterialPooh donated 5,000 KRW!]

“Thank you, Noona. The picture turned out great.”

[Did that little brat really not use it commercially?]

[If our Pooh really wanted to be a bear product, he would do it. Haha.]

[Hahaha, our Noona is gonna get exploited and have her gallbladder harvested.]

“Already over? That’s a shame, but… oh well.”

‘Just as I was about to wrap things up and log into ranked matches, an odd thought struck me like a lightning bolt, racing down my spine.’

Ah, me, having such thoughts in this atmosphere…

I quickly shook off the feeling and gave the camera a gentle smile.

“How about we have a little service time, considering this is the last?”

[What service?]

[We only have 3 minutes left. Let’s heat up some curry.]

[I want jajangmyeon.]

[We don’t have much time left.]

“I like the sunset the most too. I wish I could watch it with you, Noona.”

[Stop spamming, you idiot.]

I adjusted the panel to change the camera angle.

Naturally, it made it look as if I was staring at the sunset, my figure slowly gazing at it from behind.

From the viewer’s perspective, they saw my shadowed back.

***

At that moment, a cool evening breeze blew, making the golden cape hanging on my back ripple.

And then…

“Fuuu.”

I took off the helmet that had been covering my head, and the cool breeze added to the refreshing feeling.

[Wait, did you just take off your helmet?]

[Oh shit, turn your body around, brat.]

[Noona!!!!!!!!]

[Season 21 request for a close-up!]

[LastWish has donated 5,000! Please, Noona, look this way!!]

[TickleMyTummy has donated 10,000! Don’t run away! Turn your body!]

The sunlight was about to disappear.

Right before sunset, the golden cape matched with my pure blonde hair, which began to shine on its own, illuminated by the fading light, giving the illusion that the sky was brightening.

I turned my head slightly just before the sunset completely disappeared, capturing one last view.

For the viewers, they probably only caught the brief glimpse of my eyes as I turned.

That’s enough of a tease for them.

“Service over.”

I pressed my helmet back on, and at that moment, the sunset completely disappeared, and the gloomy, dark sky typical of Soul Warfare returned.

The sky was filled with dark clouds, and the desolate wind swept across the barren land.

Then, the chat exploded like an active volcano, spewing all its pent-up magma.

[Hey, stop being cute and do a real close-up.]

[That pose was nice, but… thumbs down.]

[Noona had blonde hair?]

[Is it her character design? She could have dyed it or something.]

[If this was a pre-game, I’d say it was my favorite, but still… Nah.]

[Goddamn, the way you were teasing… I hate that feeling of almost seeing something.]

[Noona… please give us more service… please.]

[Service? Get real.]

[Soul Warfare is all about the dark, gloomy stuff. Stop with the sunset romance nonsense.]

[Our Noona’s Soul Warfare is… true romance, damn you all.]

Seeing all these reactions, I knew exactly what gesture to make.

Just like before, I formed a V with my fingers and stuck out my tongue slightly between my lips.

The magma that erupted from the chat now seemed like it was going to evaporate the entire ocean.

[LastWish has donated 8,000! Show us, show us, show us, show us!]

[ZikTheGarterBelt has donated 7,000! Close-up, ‘please’! Close-up, ‘please’!]

[MyMidirWhoEatsNuna has donated 8,000! Take off your helmet, Noona!!!]

[SweeterThanHoney has donated 8,000!]

“Enough, enough, everyone calm down.”

The words of “Friede” were meaningless in this moment.

My feeble attempt to calm things down wasn’t stopping the flames. 

In fact, it was just adding fuel to the fire.

It was clear to anyone that I wasn’t trying to calm things down at all. 

My slight smirk showed that very well.

“I need to start ranked soon, so can we stop the excessive donations?”

[MyMidirWhoEatsNuna has donated 5,000! No, I’m not stopping. I’ll keep donating.]

[ZikTheGarterBelt has donated 5,000! Looks like Noona’s getting some sweet donation money. Heh.]

Saying I couldn’t start ranked games because of donations was ridiculous. 

I could simply disable the donation feature.

But still, they kept doing it… yeah, it was definitely just a provocation.

“If you keep doing this, I have my ways too.”

I knew exactly how to deal with this.

Showing something once is nothing compared to teasing them with just a hint.

The more they worry, the more mistakes they make.

I had prepared ‘that item’ before the broadcast, and now it was the perfect time to bring it out.

[Keep donating, I’ll keep talking.]

[Everyone, gather round!]

[You think we’ll just be satisfied with seeing a little teaser?]

[Please, Noona, I really want to see it!]

Right at that moment…

“Okay, if you insist…”

In an instant, Friede’s outfit changed.

“I’ll show you.”

The beautiful armor and golden cape that once represented hope in the dark world of Soul Warfare were no more.

[What… is this?]

[I’ve seen this on the news!]

What appeared was a full-length garment that covered up to the ankles, with mesh covering the eyes.

There was no trace of human skin; the elegant warrior’s armor only showed at the ankle.

“Until the chat calms down, I’ll act as an Islamic warrior streamer. All of you, feast your eyes on my glorious hijab.”

The broken greatsword had mysteriously disappeared, and now I held a curved sword shaped like a crescent moon.

[What the hell, hahaha, this is dizzying.]


[What is this?]

[Please, go back to being the warrior of light.]

[Forming has donated 5,000! Noona, that’s a burqa, not a hijab.]

The late critique felt so hollow.



 
  Chapter 40: YOU DIED


[Please roll back the character customization!!!!!!!!!]

[Hey, you crazy bitch, are you going to roll back the character customization or not?]

[You’re supposed to light the fire on the firewood, why are you putting it out?]

[If you don’t roll back the character customization, I’m going to jump out the window right now. Just so you know, this is a semi-basement.]

[Isn’t a semi-basement supposed to go up?]

[Does this look like a basement to you?]

[It’s fucking awful.]

[Deus Vult! Deus Vult!]

[After seeing this, I’ve decided to join Christianity.]

[Hero, how did you become a Taliban member?]

[Zikgaterbelt has donated 5,000 KRW! Please, return to being a hero of light!]

Despite the overwhelming support, Friede remained silent.

She merely typed the following message into the chat:

[If you can’t calm down, I’ll do a no-mic broadcast here.]

That declaration was like the dynamite used to drill a tunnel.

It was like adding oil to a fire that was already burning, piling on more firewood, and letting the wind blow through.

In an outfit that could either be a Burqa or a Hijab, not even being able to see the high-quality character customization was frustrating.

What really got to me, though, was not being able to see Friede’s lips, which were the only exposed part of her.

Not being able to hear Friede’s voice, which was praised as one of the highlights of her stream—her ear-gasmic voice? That was unbearable.

What followed was a bombardment of chat messages filled with countless emoticons and text, a massive chat storm that threatened to send Friede’s stream back to the Stone Age.

This intensity was so dense, it was on par with a major issue from a top-tier streamer, so if it were any other rookie streamer, they would probably feel intimidated by the pressure.

[Dammit, I’m holding my breath until you roll it back! Hup!]

[Already dead.]

[Seriously, stop with this nonsense.]

[We’re sorry, please.]

[Don’t say sorry! This is a power struggle! We have to win!]

But Friede was not just any rookie streamer.

‘Ah, this feels good.’

Taking in a breath like savoring sweet air, her whole body resonated with a pleasant hum.

‘Seeing the way they were groaning from my actions felt so satisfying.‘

Wait, wait a little longer…

Her seductive red lips parted as a thick tongue traced the corners of her mouth.

Ignoring the clamoring chat, she bravely started a ranked game.

Within five seconds, a game was matched.

As Friede was selecting her weapon, she spotted one that seemed appealing and immediately picked it.

The weapon was a crescent-shaped scythe called “The Crescent Moon Scimitar.”

Her off-hand weapon was a simple assassination dagger with a plain design.

It was a typical dual-wielding combination.

‘This fits so well in my hand.’

Swinging both weapons in the air to get a feel for them, Friede’s eyes widened slightly.

***

There was a clear difference in the feel compared to the broken greatsword, and it was much more stable.

In fact, the Crescent Moon Scimitar that Friede chose was a reliable weapon commonly used in the sickle class, with no significant tier differences.

The assassination dagger was a weapon that added bonus damage when performing a parry or critical hit, making it ideal for one-hit kill gameplay.

Neither of these weapons was overpowered, which made them less likely to be banned, but because of their overall solid performance, they were often chosen and loved by many.

‘Actually, beyond performance‘, I thought the design of these weapons went perfectly with my character’s skin and outfit.

‘Isn’t this the kind of weapon you’d associate with Islam?’

[Haha, what a surprise, you’re picking normal weapons again. Why not go with the broken greatsword this time?]

[If you went with a broken greatsword with the Islam concept… it would be the embodiment of a fucked-up hybrid religion.]

[Not just physically, but mentally as well, being violated by Islam. The weapons are really normal, though.]         

[Isn’t that a typical agility build one-hit wonder concept?]

[Ugh, I really hate one-hit wonder players.]

[It’s not exactly one hit, but… it’s a bit extreme.]

I almost burst out laughing at the strange reaction, unsure whether they liked it or hated it.

‘Would I turn into Kim Cheom-ji, scolding my wife?’

‘Would I return as Kim Cheom-ji who bought seolleongtang while grumbling?’

I wondered how my attitude would change if I carried the team.

There wasn’t any strange psychological battle right from the pick-ban phase, since I didn’t need to pick up a broken greatsword.

In the desolate castle’s maze, both teams were waiting for the game to begin.

Once the loading finished, and just before the players were summoned to their main base, an anomaly appeared on the battlefield.

Thud!

A sparkling golden star fell from the sky, and the brilliance it emitted upon hitting the ground was enough to make anyone squint.

In that brief moment, the light that filled the battlefield disappeared, and…

From within it appeared a user – Friede – clad in a burqa, wielding a sickle that seemed to have been made from a crescent moon.

[What the hell! The production value is amazing, but the one who appeared is a Taliban member?!]

[The top 1% cutscene meets the bottom 1% character model.]

[In a different way, this is untouchable.]

That’s true.

From the exhilarating production, what appeared was something wrapped in a rag, something hard to even distinguish as male or female.

This just proved how outstanding Friede’s usual character model was. 

***

As the game began, Friede equipped her weapons and headed toward the bypass as always.

[Friede’s position seems to have been fixed for a while now.]

[Of course… with that physique, she should be able to be in the front line like a necklace on a pig’s neck.]

[Who’s going to dive easily in a Grandmaster tier game?]

[But if we add two users as good as Friede , it might be possible?]

[What the hell! Two users as good as Friede?!]

“Is she going for the bypass again?” I could ask, but the main lane was filled with NPC soldiers and the tankers and archers were engaged in a tactical stand-off. 

As a dealer, it was hard for Friede to make a move.

‘Master rank was achievable somehow, but…’

After advancing to Grandmaster rank, and especially as I got closer to Challenger, it became clear that reckless plays like before were increasingly harder to pull off.

To fully use Friede’s physicality, I needed to avoid the line fights and instead push her into 1v1 battles in the maze, a strategy that would lead to a satisfying result.

‘What should I do now?’

The so-called “soul warfare” is essentially a game where men fight face-to-face with cold weapons.

But with this sickle and dagger, Friede wanted something more creative.

The simple cosplay wouldn’t satisfy her at all.

While running, Friede opened the chat panel and quickly tapped on the keypad.

Without losing a step, she deftly navigated through the complex maze, her quick reflexes on full display.

But…

[What is that guy typing so furiously?]

[Yeah, right.]

Friede’s Islamic outfit was fluttering around her as she moved quickly, obscuring her rapid typing on the keypad.

Only after she entered the opponent’s bypass maze did her white fingers, peeking through the burqa, hit the enter button, completing the action.

At the same time, a flood of text filled the screen.

[Until now, as a Hero of Light, my gameplay has been a beloved menu for all my viewers.]

[The problem is that the viewers became too obsessed with the Hero of Light’s gameplay.]

[So, instead of modifying my old playstyle, I’ve decided to add a new menu as the Islamic Hero for a dirty playstyle.]

[Now, for those of you who were thrilled by the glorious battles of the Hero of Light, a more challenging ‘choice’ will be required.]

[Ha ha ha! I’m losing it.]

[What the hell do you mean “choice”, you little shit.]

[The villainy is like something out of King Yeonsan’s reign.]

[Did you grow up getting hit by your mom or something? Why are you so obsessed with attention?]

Of course, no one was responding positively to her remarks.

Friede was still a newbie, this being her second broadcast.

The question lingering in the minds of everyone watching was: What’s the appeal of watching this humiliation?

‘If I could, I’d just hold my breath and wait for the first broadcast to return.’

But Friede wasn’t thinking like an ordinary streamer.

Her voice, which had brought so much joy to listeners, was like a drug, addicting the viewers and molding their routines…

[Ha… did she plan this for today?]

[Sensei, I’m sorry. Please forgive these foolish viewers.]

[I’ll just watch the game.]

[Yeah… if it quiets down, she’ll probably go back to being the Hero of Light.]

The absurd announcement helped ease the chaotic atmosphere, as viewers slowly shifted to a more cautious mood.

While quietly sighing, ‘I couldn’t help but feel anxious, like a hungry dog whining in anticipation.’

Friede, wearing a satisfied smile, watched the flood of chat and noticed one particular comment.

[Let’s see what this despicable Islamic concept is all about, you filthy bitch.]

Ah, that…

“Let me show you.”

The true playstyle of the Islamic Hero, unlike the Hero of Light.

***

Upon entering the maze, Friede didn’t make a reckless charge.

Clank!

She fixed her weapons at her waist and began to climb the walls, stepping between gaps.

[Huh? What’s this?]

[Is that even possible?]

Surrounded by a chorus of astonishment, Friede cupped her hand to her mouth and hushed them.

“Shh!”

Assassins weren’t only the domain of ninjas.

Today, I am… an assassin.

***

Damduck, who had just reached Challenger, was exploring the maze without losing his focus.

The progress was smooth at first, hunting smaller objects to gain points.

But this quiet space felt strange.

‘Why is it so quiet?’

Damduck had heard of Friede before.

In Soul Warfare, once you reach this tier, everyone hears about each other, and you eventually learn all the names.

With her overwhelming physicality, Friede typically caused chaos in the opponent’s maze, disrupting the tempo and rhythm of her team.

So maybe that’s why, today, the maze felt so unfamiliar.

‘Can’t let my guard down.’

Friede was capable of pulling off those amazing stunts with her broken greatsword.

‘One wrong move, and I’d be decapitated.’

‘I need to hurry to the next objective.’

Rushing ahead, Damduck reached a ladder that led downward.

Sheathed my weapons, I slide down the ladder quickly.

Given how tight the space was, it was unlikely I’d be attacked.

But as I slide down, another thought crossed my mind.

Meeting Friede directly would be a first for me, and I was kind of excited to see what it felt like to face her.

‘How many consecutive wins has she had?’

“Huh?”

A crescent moon cutting through the night sky.

At the end of the crescent, a white light traced its path before splattering red blood.

My wrists were cut, and stamina rapidly decreased, putting Damduck into a panic.

This wasn’t a plain area, it wasn’t a place where players could just fight.

After all, I was descending a ladder, and the space was so tight, it resembled a chimney.

‘Damn it!’

As I weakened from the wrist injuries, I lost the strength to hold on to the ladder.

‘Danger.’

The urge to escape the danger was overpowering.

‘If I let go, I’d fall…’

‘Fall?’

‘Wait, who did this?’

Chilling!

Even though it was a virtual reality, the chills running down my spine felt all too real.

I turned my head back.

In the reflected light of the crescent moon sickle and the white dagger, an unknown figure appeared, sinking the blade into my neck.

“Crazy!”

This can’t be happening!

I could feel my grip weaken, and my body tumbled into the abyss below.


I fell so deep that I couldn’t see anything, and on the game’s scoreboard, a new kill mark appeared.

Friede ★ Damduck

In the narrow corridor where no one else was, Friede hung from the walls with a proud smile, looking down at the fallen Damduck.

“YOU DIED.”



 
  Chapter 41: Galaxy’s Strongest Editor Contest


To lie in ambush in an unexpected location, excellent mobility is a must.

After all, you can’t just keep climbing walls endlessly.

I gently extend my hand to confirm if it’s firmly fixed.

Carefully, with the sharpened senses of a hunter, I check my path, and my body moves swiftly afterward.

Before being summoned, I recall the feeling of wall climbing in an online RPG I used to enjoy.

It was the kind of sensation that would make me think of the times when I used to wall climb in that game.

If you’re not careful, you could get stuck between the walls and have to call for GM assistance, so a good sense and control were essential.

That’s how difficult wall climbing was— a technique requiring meticulous control, far from ordinary gameplay.

It was an unconventional play, taking advantage of gaps in the objects created by the game developers.

‘Assassination, in its essence, is about infiltration, stealth, and surprise attacks.’

I mutter to myself as I spot my opponents coming down the stairs from afar.

There are two of them.

One of them is the first victim I caught… ‘what was their nickname again?’ It was something like ‘Damduck’ or something.

Anyway, thanks to the first experience, they seem to be quite vigilant, keeping a watchful eye.

The problem is, these people…

‘They’re not looking at the ceiling.’

[Hey, those guys aren’t checking above them?]

[Would anyone normally look at the ceiling?]

[I’ve never looked at the ceiling while I was stealthing either ]

[This isn’t a macho duel action, it’s more like a sneaky, gay-style infiltration action]

[I’ve only ever admired someone climbing up and sitting on a ceiling beam while wall climbing ]

[I’m going to change my underwear, be right back]

[I’ve already connected to the chamber pot ]

My quiet musings cause a small uproar in the chat window.

As expected… judging by the reactions, it seems like no one has ever executed such an extreme move before.

As I get closer, I throw myself down toward my target without hesitation.

The air resistance clashes with the two daggers and the centimeter tightly gripped in both hands, creating a strange whooshing sound in my ears for a brief moment.

Whoosh!

The blood spurts from ‘Damduck’s’ neck, and their form collapses.

A critical hit, enhanced by surprise and the deadly blow modifier.

Thanks to the assassin’s dagger, which boosts critical damage, even a heavily armored warrior with high health couldn’t avoid being silenced in an instant.

It was the perfect combination of surprise and assassination.

I twist my waist and avoid a flashy sword swing from the enemy. 

After a brief distance, we are now at a standoff.

“Ah, damn it! What is this nonsense!”

The remaining enemy seems quite startled by the ambush.

The reason I chose ‘Damduck’… was that taking them out would take less time than engaging in a frontal battle.

Assassination play tends to lose momentum after the surprise, making it difficult to regroup afterward.

On the other hand, the enemy before me, wielding a longsword, is clad in light armor.

For the speed and rhythmic tempo of the longsword, they sacrificed a bit of defense.

Well, if it’s a battle between light gear…

‘The one with better control will win.’

As my stamina is restored, I charge forward without hesitation.

The enemy doesn’t hesitate either, rushing to meet me head-on.

As expected from someone using a longsword, they seem quite aggressive.

With quick steps, they attack. 

The blade’s tip cuts through the air, grazing my cheek with a chilling thrust.

I dodge the shallow attack with my curved blade, absorbing the longsword into the sweeping curve of my scimitar.

Even when I try to recover my sword, the curved blade, reminiscent of a crescent moon, traps the longsword like two blades entwined.

***

A brief second of being caught.

But, in a battle focused on speed, even one second can create a huge opening.

I drop the scimitar and stab my opponent’s side with the assassination dagger in my left hand.

A deadly attack, twice in succession.

Having invested in speed with the light armor, my opponent’s health is rapidly ticking down as their death count climbs.

“Hah!”

In the quiet, labyrinthine space, I take in the victorious air.

If the opponent had a combination of double heavy armor and two shields, it would’ve been quite a hassle.

[How did the match end in just one second?]

[Masters finish their battles in the blink of an eye]

[That sounds like nonsense, but it’s true]

[With a dexterity build on the longsword, apart from the daggers, their attack speed is the highest, but the scimitar managed to catch up]

As I continue to press on with my momentum, victory is assured, and the game ends in a smooth win.

[Carry]

[At this point, I’d recognize you as an Islamic warrior streamer]

[I’m holding my breath until the sister does a campaign commission, ah!]

[Crazy bastard, stop holding your breath]

[The campaign commission is beyond the line now]

[No matter how much she’s your sister, even she can’t cover for that]

Before long, the atmosphere in the chat window changes.

Criticism of the Islamic cosplay transforms into cheers for the new form of carrying.

It was a satisfying development.

As expected, even with a controversial concept, if you can move in a flashy way based on skill, things naturally settle down.

I’ve learned something valuable.

‘It seems like it’s time to loosen the reins a little.’

As I return to the lobby, I activate the chat mic.

“Ah, can you hear me?”

[It’s your voice, sis!]

[As expected, you came to save us!]

[No, she’s not coming back as a beach warrior, she’s going to the Islamic side.]

“The atmosphere has calmed down, so I can speak again. Everyone’s focused on the game now, which is nice. This is how it should be for a game stream, right?”

[It’s so heartwarming, it’s burning up, Sensei.]

[Does Sensei burn down the house for heating?]

[Sis, please stop talking about that Ice Warrior stuff and come back as the Light Warrior.]

“Well, it looks like everyone’s reflected a lot, so I’m going back to the original concept. If you keep doing assassination too often, you’ll get tired of it.”

She manipulated the panel and returned to the Light Warrior character, the previous warrior’s gear, and immediately the chat room erupted in cheers again.

It was fun.

It felt good to have people react to every little action you made.

Riding the wave of this mood, I decided to share a live stream announcement that had come to my mind.

“I’ll be recruiting a chat room manager soon. I reached out through some acquaintances, so I’ll introduce them later.”

[Me too, I’ll do it, sis. Give me the manager role.]

[Sis, I can beat up all the trolls.]

[Wait, suddenly? Why not just pick from the viewers?]

[Who’s the acquaintance? Is it a guy?]

[Is it a guy… I’m scared.]

“It’s not like that, don’t worry. He’s a really ugly frog.”

[Ah If you’re saying that, I guess I can relax.]

[Haha, our sis is untouchable.]

[Even if I had to throw acid in my eyes, I wouldn’t let anyone touch her.]

[You crazy bastards, what the hell are you saying.]

[Enough already, Sensei, don’t get mad, or you’ll start with that weird character play again.]

[No one can make sis angry!]

[If you don’t make her mad, I’ll welcome you.]

Sorry, I have to tell the truth. 

I apologized to the ugly frog, but I couldn’t stop myself from saying what I thought next.

“Also, soon I’ll be holding a contest to find an editor. I’ll post the details on the board, but I’m announcing it here on stream as well.”

[What the hell?]

[Is this a YouTube thing?]

[Help me, I’m just a baby editor, please hire me.]

The responses came immediately.

The editor recruitment would be handled in a contest format, just like Da-young had done when she was recruiting editors before her summoning as a warrior.

We could do the contest live on stream, selecting videos with viewers, which would allow us to pick new content for the channel, as Da-young had advised.

It was a great method since, instead of wasting time selecting videos, we could turn it into content for the stream.

And right now…

It’s quite tricky to make a live announcement with viewers watching.

It felt like writing a self-reflection essay while all the teachers were watching me.

The first title was a bit of a block.

The contest… it’s a deep subject.

[Sensei is in deep thought, this is a rare scene.]

[Look at this, the leader is deep in thought… this is a precious moment.]

[What are you thinking? Just put up the editor contest and call it a day.]

[Sis, you can’t miss the opportunity for a cool vibe.]

“Editor contest… is there a good name for it?”

[Why are you overthinking this? Just put up the editor contest.]

[Does she think she’s running a big corporation event?]

[Sensei is practically a big company at this point.]

It seemed like I should give up on the collective intelligence of the viewers.

If I just called it a contest, wouldn’t it sound a bit… cheap?

As a soon-to-be big-time streamer, I really wanted to go with a fancier event name.

While pondering this, I opened the internet and searched for “contest” on the hologram screen.

A lot of posters from companies and organizations popped up.

How many are there?

[Wack You’re seriously searching for a contest?]

[Sensei, you were serious.]

[Sis, you don’t have to go overboard… just make it quick.]

I ignored the mischievous comments and kept scrolling, hoping to find a good name.

Around the third page, one poster caught my eye and my hand froze.

“This is good.”

The poster depicted a purple girl eating tteokbokki while riding a deer for the contest, with the words: “Universe’s Greatest Contest.”

It definitely gave off a big message.

I immediately rearranged the name in my mind and entered it as the title for the announcement.

-Friede777 Channel-

Title: Galaxy’s Greatest Contest

Author: Friede777

I filled in the body of the post without hesitation.

Since the basic details had already been decided while talking to Da-young, I didn’t need to think too much.

***

Hello, this is Friede.

Although this is only the second stream, I am looking for a talented editor who can edit our broadcast videos.

If you thought this was too soon, I apologize.

Number of positions: 1

Videos will be uploaded twice a week.

1.Qualification

Must be an adult.

Should understand broadcast memes and use them appropriately.

Must be responsible and avoid schedule conflicts.

Should understand my broadcast style and key points.

Should have good understanding of games Must know basic grammar.

2. Application Form:

Nickname/Age/Gender/Contact Info/Completed military service.

Editing experience.

Time taken for editing and software used.

Portfolio (Minimum 10 minutes/Maximum 15 minutes).

Please send your application with the subject ‘YouTube Editor Application’ to [email protected]

Deadline: Applications will be accepted until the 10th of the month, and the results will be contacted personally by the 15th.


Note: The contract will be conducted in person. Friede’s face-to-face event!)

After I finished, a sense of satisfaction filled me, and I nodded my head.

Galaxy’s Greatest Contest.

It had a nice ring to it.



 
  Chapter 42: Communication Disorder


“This is a pretty good notice.”

Nodding to herself, a satisfied smile spreads across her face.

She checks once again to make sure nothing is missing from the content and that it’s written well, then presses enter.

The basic guidelines for the editor search contest were set according to the format Da-young had shared.

Even I think it’s a pretty solid structure, with no rough edges.

‘For the next 10 days, I’ll slowly narrow down the candidates and contact them.’

‘Ah, I should prepare the contract in advance too.’

‘For now, let’s upload it, and the chat window immediately bursts into flames.’

***

[Big event incoming!!!!wwwwww]

[This is the class of the best streamer in the region]

[Wow, they really uploaded it?]

[Let’s get an editor~ Let’s go]

[If you look at the channel growth, it’s better to pick quickly]

[Fuck, does this mean no more that ridiculous flashing effect?]

[Editor, go! Contest, go!]

[Is this the galaxy’s strongest contest between the universe’s strongest and earth’s strongest?]

[I know that site, it’s huge in webnovels]

[What’s that, nerd?]

[Do you think everything’s nerdy if you don’t know? Fucking idiot.]

[That site’s famous for making a huge mess, and within a year, it became the best webnovel site]

[Let’s take a brief break for a moment of intense hatred (strict, serious, solemn)]

***

Although they teased me, saying I was rushing to find an editor even before following up on the second broadcast, I had my reasons.

The Freide channel’s subscribers had already surpassed 80,000.

Given that only one video had been uploaded, it was an overwhelming amount of attention.

And the first broadcast had 700,000 views…

It was a situation that couldn’t be ignored.

It’s only been just over three days, but at this rate, I need to hurry up with preparations.

Money isn’t the issue.

If so many people are showing interest, then I have an obligation to provide a service that matches that attention.

***

[Huh? What’s that note about?]

[Editor meeting in person? Fucking hell!]

[Wait, is Freide noona really going to meet in person?]

[Wow, damn, editor full erection mode, ehehehe]

[We’re changing from the black fool to a warrior on a white horse]

[Should I start learning video editing now?]

[Of course, she’ll make them sign an NDA, you fools.]

[That’s right, noona’s not your average noona.]

[But still, isn’t it personal to meet the editor? I’ve been watching Freide’s broadcast since the beginning, why can’t I meet her?]

[Stop writing, you fucking idiot. You really want to see that ridiculous concept again?]

[You’re already doing the second broadcast, and you’re talking about being the super fan? Fucking idiot.]

***

Rather than focusing on finding an editor, it seemed like the attention was more on meeting in person for the contract.

Well, for now, it was just a passing trend, so I decided to leave it be.

With this kind of atmosphere, pushing through with the Islamic warrior concept would be torture for everyone.

Even tightening the reins needs to be done carefully; if I get too carried away, I’ll end up burned out.

***

[Yeah, hurry up and pick an editor. Honestly, uploading the full broadcast without editing is too much.]

[Oh! It’s edited since we cut out the loading time.]

[Don’t forget the flashy effects too!]

[Wait, does that mean I have to keep watching like this until the contest is over?]

“I… I already asked a friend to help for a bit, like a part-time job…”

“Well, Da-young said she’d help for a few days.”‘

“I’ll ask her to help with the next broadcast and the contest broadcast only.”

“She said it takes at least five hours to edit a single video, so I can’t overburden Da-young, since she has her own job.”

In a dimly lit room with the fluorescent lights turned off, a woman fidgets while staring at the Birdcode chat window.

Her hair, reflecting the light from the monitor, shimmers in a soft pink hue as her body shakes with each exhale.

[But A-jin, you wrote it in the contract.]

“Th-That’s…”

The many responses she had prepared in her head collided with her emotions.

The words, unable to be spoken, were swallowed down into her throat, leaving her only stammering.

[The editing too. I need feedback, but you keep hesitating like this—how can anything move forward?]

“Ah… it’s not hesitation…”

[Sigh, if this keeps going, I’m going to have a hard time. I think we need some time to think.]

The tone of the voice felt like it had already reached a level of boredom.

“Ah, I know. They’re probably going to tell me to quit being an editor.”

When they mentioned taking some time, it was probably an excuse to buy time while finding a new editor.

“Until they find someone else, they’re just going to use me, and once the new editor is in place, I’ll be discarded.”

***

“Good… good luck…”

[The other party has left the chat.]

“Without even saying goodbye, they just left, and a sense of humiliation surged from the depths of her heart.”

In the dark room, where only the notification on the monitor was visible, her fingers, already familiar with the motion, grabbed a snack from the desk and put it into her mouth.

“…Just wait.”

As her anger simmered, she crushed the snack with her teeth.

With the person responsible for making her this angry lingering in her mind, she clenched her jaw, imagining the crushed snack as their face.

“When I get my strength back… I’ll make them regret this.”

‘Since I couldn’t vent my frustration on the person, I had to take it out on the snacks—how pathetic.’

However, the anger soon melted away in the delicious taste of the snacks, leaving behind only a feeling of emptiness and sadness.

She curled her legs up to her chest, embracing them, and could only mumble in sorrow.

“That bastard. Where can I find an editor as good as me?”

‘Ah, if only I could’ve said that when I spoke to him earlier.”

My self-esteem, which had already been scraped low due to communication issues, had now been shattered to the core.

‘It’s not like I’m bad at editing.’

‘This wasn’t even my original personality.’

I just ended up like this after returning from the other side.

“Why do I have to suffer like this?”

“Ha.”

I groaned in self-loathing for a few minutes.

Once I calmed down with a deep sigh, I scolded myself for cheap emotional venting and opened up the Soul Warfare gallery.

Editing game streams had become my primary focus lately, and I had settled into the routine of hanging out on these gaming communities.

Since I wasn’t the type to browse every post, I switched to the “Concept Posts” tab.

[General] This is definitely going to be the end for those who call Friede’s eyes ‘pockmarked.’]

[General] I tried drawing a rough outline of Friede’s face from some of the revealed footage.]

[General] So Soul Warfare was an assassination game, huh?]

[General] I was wondering what kind of concept the Islamic warrior would be.]

‘Ah… I forgot about today’s stream of Friede.’

In just three hours, over 6,000 viewers had joined her channel—an absolute rising star.

Her name had been popping up a lot lately, as I had been working on editing streams for other streamers.

I had been drawn in by the hype and watched a few of her videos on YouTube.

The editing was a mess, but the streamer’s specs were so good that everything still looked appealing.

[General] So Soul Warfare was an assassination game, huh?]

Posted by: ᄋᄋ

I’ve never seen someone wall-climb with Soul Warfare before. Is that a strategy?

[ᄋᄋ: It’s like an arcade game, I thought.]

[ᄋᄋ: If you play like that, it can force the enemy’s shotgun shot.]

[ᄋᄋ: So the assassination concept actually works in Soul Warfare.]

[ᄂᄂ: That’s a play only Friede could pull off.]

[General] I was wondering what kind of concept the Islamic warrior would be.]

Posted by: ᄂᄂ

She just assassinates anyone who tries to climb the walls.

Friede’s team is laughing, and the enemies are in a maze.

This bitch’s moves are crazy, but she’s so good at them, I can’t even hate.

At this point, I’m just confused.

[ᄋᄋ: It’s not an Islamic warrior, it’s an assassin. Ha ha ha.]

[ᄆᄆ: I didn’t even know wall-climbing was possible in that game.]

[ᄋᄋ: Didn’t they try wall climbing before, but it was deemed impractical?]

[ᄋᄋ: This requires real-life rock climbing skills, so it’s hard to pull off in the game.]

[ᄋᄋ: How is Friede doing it?]

[ᄋᄋ: She even carries the broken joystick. Should I be surprised anymore?]

Watching the clips attached to various posts made me genuinely impressed.

The flashy technical fights were exciting, but the repeated escape attacks were refreshing.

If they just worked on the camera angles and direction, it would look amazing.

The editor in charge of that streamer’s videos is probably living the dream.

Those types of clips would be so satisfying to edit.

Well, it was none of my business as a low-level editor, so I just pouted.

[General] So this means Friede can shut down all those “pockmarked eyes” comments, right?]

Posted by: Pepe 

Look at that flowing blonde hair, smooth neck, and sharp jawline.

Can this be linked to the “pockmarked eyes” nonsense?

Damn, her veins are looking huge!

[ᄋᄋ: Honestly, I’m looking forward to it.]

[ᄋᄋ: With just that, I bet some of the hardcore fans are already swooning.]

[ᄋᄋ: Isn’t this the same guy who only follows Friede?]

[Chaebol’s Relative: Is she famous? I don’t know, I haven’t been around for a while].

[ᄋᄋ: He’s just another fanboy who chases after Friede. Ha ha ha.]

[General] I tried drawing a rough outline of Friede’s face from some of the revealed footage.]

Posted by: Chaebol’s Relative

I used a character design tool to draw it.

It’s a bit lacking in detail since only parts of her face were shown, but with that jawline, she’s definitely a knockout.

Bok-Bok and Gyu-Gyu: Damn, you’re insane. When’s the completed version coming out?

[Chaebol’s Relative: There won’t be a completed version. She never reveals her full face.]

[ᄋᄋ: Honestly, what if her face has pimples or her eyes are too squinty?]

[ᄅᄅ: Do you really think her face would be ruined like that?]

[ᄋᄋ: Are you hoping for that?]


My eyes caught a post titled “FriedeStreamer Editing Contest” as I refreshed the page.

‘…What?!’

I opened my mouth, trying to say something, but I bit my tongue instead.

Unable to make a sound, I could only squeeze my eyes shut and stomp my feet in frustration.



 
  Chapter 43: Camera broadcast


It’s something I’ve already attached in the notice, but… just because I said I’m holding an editor contest, doesn’t mean it starts immediately.

During the application period, I need to gather participants, and once all are collected, there’s still the internal selection.

Once this entire process is finished, we’ll pick one winner live with the viewers during the broadcast. 

So, there’s no need to stress out and get buried in editing work right this second.

Well, there’s been a lot of talk about it, but it’s the second round now, so…

***

After the broadcast ended, I roughly gathered the footage.

Though I haven’t spent a long time with her, Dayoung is honest by nature, so she would never do things half-heartedly.

I didn’t need to put in too much effort, so I just added a note to make sure it was suitable enough and sent it off.

A video that’s properly edited takes over 5 hours, so if I do it casually, ‘it should be done within 2 hours, right?’

I’m not an expert in video editing, but this was just a simple guess from the perspective of an average person.

“What should I do now?”

I mumbled, staring blankly at the ceiling.

Playing Soul Warfare all the time was starting to feel a bit tiresome.

I could almost hear the viewers’ voices in my head, urging me to quickly reach the Challenger tier in Soul Warfare, but… ‘what could I do?’

The viewers are in their second round, but I’ve already returned to the present day and kept playing only this.

Even though I’ve won and reached the highest tier in the shortest time, the time has come for me to fall into a bit of a rut.

At times like this, I need to recharge with something else. 

It’s not just a simple “refresh” in the real world… Yeah, it’s a sort of ventilation process.

A little shock therapy can be just the thing to break through the boredom that’s been festering.

It’d be good to switch up the content of the game broadcast.

Soon… ‘I should try playing other games, right?’ I can’t play Soul Warfare for a hundred or thousand years.

And there’s the small curiosity about how the viewers would see me if I showed a different side of myself outside of Soul Warfare.

Since I just came out of virtual reality, I turned on the computer.

I connected to the internet and began searching for the most popular games at the moment.

But…

“Huh.”

I sighed as I stopped my hand, which had been moving the mouse.

The shallow flow of thought that had been creeping up inside me stopped at this point. 

My hand holding the mouse froze as well.

‘There aren’t any games I know. What should I play first?’

‘Should I ask Dayoung, who returned before me?’

No, I should stay calm. 

Picking a game isn’t like Russian roulette. 

I just need to pick something that’s somewhat fun.

With that in mind, I started exploring a popular gaming site.

The titles and genres of games released by year were neatly arranged, making it easy to check.

After about 20 minutes of browsing, my brief impression was that there are just too many games.

Of course, it makes sense since there’s been a 10-year gap, but…

At this point, I have to narrow it down. 

There’s no way I can play all the thousands and thousands of games.

‘But if I set a standard…’

I should avoid games that are too complex or have little entertainment value for the viewers.

There are plenty of games that are fun to play alone, but not so great for watching.

Ah, what started as a simple search had somehow turned into market research. 

Being a streamer is truly a tough job.

But as I set some filters, it became easier to choose a game.

As I set each condition, the games that didn’t meet the criteria disappeared in chunks, and I felt a strange satisfaction, like I was cutting away the unnecessary parts.

‘I guess I can pick from these.’

As my eyes scanned the filtered list, they stopped at one particular game.

Ah, right. This one.

It’s a legendary game that’s easy for viewers to follow and not too complicated. 

But there was one problem with it.

That is…

‘It’s a PC game.’

It’s not a virtual reality game.

Which means, I can’t use the avatar from MS Room.

I hesitated for a moment.

‘I could just stream the computer screen, right?’

‘It would be fine if I just use voice, right?’

Like fresh underground water, countless excuses flooded my mind.

It would mean a classic cam broadcast, filled with nostalgic vibes.

Before starting the broadcast, I hadn’t thought much about it.

I didn’t care. 

I just thought, “I’ll do it.” But now, I’m not sure if it’s okay to show my real self on a broadcast.

‘Meeting with an editor?’ Well, that’s just a work-related meeting, so it’s not like I’m an extreme introvert.

I turned my head and looked around my room. 

Although it’s been less than a year, I wondered if it would be okay to casually show this space I live in on a broadcast.

If I had a separate studio, I wouldn’t be thinking like this.

But setting up a new studio would take time.

Maybe I’m just too used to virtual reality, but it feels strange broadcasting in the real world.

I realized that I wouldn’t come to a clear conclusion if I kept thinking like this. 

So, I came to one answer…

***

“I’ll ask for advice.”

“Mm, so you called me, huh?”

Dayoung’s answer had a strange nasal tone, suggesting she found the situation amusing.

A 90s PC game… I didn’t give her the exact title, so I’m not sure, but it felt like something an older sister would say.

“Since it’s a PC game, I could just stream the game screen without the cam… but personally, I disagree. Even with a PC game, I think the cam is necessary.”

[Why? Didn’t you say showing my face wasn’t a good idea?]

“That’s only when it’s a face reveal, but you have your warrior gear, right? You could wear that in real life. Or is there no option to hide your face with it in real life?”

[It’s not that. I just wanted to draw a line between reality and virtual reality…]

“Now?”

This older sister is making things a little ridiculous, huh?

“Anyway, you’ll meet with the editor in person, right? Isn’t it the same thing?”

[Well, that’s for work, and this is a bit of a different issue.]

Well, I roughly understand her point.

If virtual reality is the primary space for streaming, then reality is the main space for daily life.

A cam broadcast might need to capture Sehee’s real-life image.

Whether it’s through a hand cam or hidden behind armor.

‘She seems to be reluctant about it.’

I’m not sure if this is something that needs to be deeply analyzed, but everyone has their own psychological boundaries.

This older sister, in virtual reality, she acts like a show-off internet bully, but in reality, she has this cute side.

Dayoung chuckled at my lack of will and responded.

“I don’t think it’s necessary to divide them like that. We’re not summoned to another world or anything. Whether it’s reality or virtual reality, isn’t it just a difference in how we enjoy the game?”

“Even if we were heroes in the previous world, here we’re streamers. As long as we don’t invade anyone’s privacy, it doesn’t matter if it’s a cam or a virtual reality camera.”

‘Was it because of her uncharacteristic worry that I reacted this way?’

Dayoung could sense a bit of warmth in my voice.

I had never thought that I would meet a new hero. 

Or rather, I had assumed that I was the only hero.

In my lonely life, where all human relationships had been severed except for my mom and Pepe, it was she who first reached out to me.

The strange empathy between heroes led us to grow closer after a series of events.

What I came to understand was that she was even more lonely than I was.

A hero without the glory of returning home, with no family or acquaintances, abandoned alone in this world.

So, I could kind of guess why she wanted to become a streamer.

She probably wanted to create connections with people like this.

Perhaps, like me, Sehee too might end up isolated and buried in loneliness.

‘Was that why?’

Beyond just a close relationship… I now wanted to help her, just like she helped me.

It was with that mindset that I had apologized sincerely, explained streaming, and even helped her set up her first broadcast.

But… this wasn’t something that would fade away with just that.

The hero who saved Dayoung in her difficult times. 

Now, that hero needed my help.

‘This time, I want to be her strength.’

Dayoung spoke with a confident voice.

“Don’t overthink it, just enjoy it casually, Unni.”

[Yeah, thank you.]

“Well, it’s me, after all. And…”

After taking a brief pause, Sehee’s voice followed, and Dayoung couldn’t help but smile.

“I’m already looking forward to seeing how the viewers will react when they see you on cam!”

[You really…]

Her teasing words were a bit complaining, but her voice was especially cute today.

Time passed quickly.

***

It was now the evening.

On the Switch channel list, Friede’s broadcast appeared as LIVE, currently live streaming.

Followers of her channel, as soon as they received the broadcast start notification, quickly joined in.

The title of Friede’s broadcast caught their eyes and made their jaws drop.

[Friede Real-Life Cam Broadcast]

“What the hell?!”

Some viewers definitely let out exclamations like this.

“A real-life cam broadcast? Could it be a face reveal?”

They started scrambling, trying to figure out what the bait was, racing through the digital world.

The target, of course, was Friede’s broadcast. 

The movement was as quick as lightning.

And what they saw on their screens was…

[Ha!]

[Is this real?]

[No way, hahaha!]

[Wow, is this really her room?]

[Was she born with a silver spoon?]

[But where is she?]

The view of an empty room appeared on the screen. 

Since it was a real-life cam broadcast, it must be Friede’s room.

However, the most important thing, the host, was nowhere to be seen.

There was a slight rustling sound from the side. 

“Maybe she’s just preparing and is out of view for now?”

Of course, this was just one possibility, and most viewers flooded the chat demanding the host’s return.

[Unni! Open the door quickly!]

[The inn door’s open, but why isn’t Jomsoi coming out?]

[Owner! Why aren’t you taking orders here?]

[It’s not an inn, it’s a funeral parlor.]

“Ah, sorry for the delay. I was preparing….”

[What preparation?] 

[If you were busy with makeup, I understand.]

[Finally, is she doing a face reveal?!]

[Unni, I’ve been waiting for this moment!]

[Thump, thump, thump, thump, thump.]

They no longer thought of this as just a hopeful expectation; it had already become a settled fact in their minds.

They had already been taken by surprise when a face reveal happened in virtual reality, so they expected to see the same in reality.

If they were just casual viewers, they might have laughed at this absurd way of thinking.

But their mindset, which had reached a level where they could appreciate the nuances between their armpits and boiling broth, was far removed from that of an average person.


And then……

“Ah, is the broadcast coming through okay?”

As the golden visor-equipped helmet came into view, the chat exploded, and Friede tilted her head, confused.

“Why…?”



 
  Chapter 44: Traditional folk games


I tilted my head as I watched viewers indiscriminately throwing Molotov cocktails in the chat.

‘Was there a difference between the expectations I had for the viewers and the expectations they had of me?’

“A legendary hero like Friede descending in real life?”

If this goes on, I can’t predict when the fire play will end. 

For a streamer who has limited time to broadcast, this is catastrophic.

First, I need to calmly talk to them.

“Wait, everyone, calm down.”

My efforts were as powerless as a leaf blown away by a typhoon, drowned out by the echoes in the air.

[Hey, what the hell are you doing with that broadcast title?]

[That was so exciting, you bastard!]

[When can I see your face, sister?]

[10 years?]

[Shut the hell up, in 10 years you’ll be calling her ‘Aunt’ instead, haha.]

“My face? I never said I was going to do a face reveal. Is this even a face reveal broadcast?”

[Stop this blind baiting, haha.]

[No, it’s just because you’re too ignorant and fell for it.]

[But… seeing the sister’s cam, I can’t help but fantasize.]

“No matter what I do, I won’t be doing a face reveal. If I was going to do it, I would have been upfront about it. And…”

[Fan service is really strong, Sensei.]

[Who cares about seeing your face, it won’t change anything.]

[Is your face a low-tier one or something?]

[Wahh, Friede, it’s only your third day of streaming. You’re still new and wrinkled, we have to take care of you.]

The atmosphere was far from calming down.

The face reveal, which I thought was already settled, seemed to have sparked a new hope through this stream.

‘But what can I do?’ If a face reveal happens, it’ll probably be at least a year away.

I had no choice but to play my final card.

“If this keeps up, I might just switch to the Islamic…”

[This is exactly the type of stream I’ve been waiting for.]

[Sister, please start the game already]

[Here we go again, haha.]

[No one should make this person angry!]

As expected, the Islamic warrior tactic worked. 

It was highly effective.

The chat finally calmed down, but it was still not the right moment to start the game.

I needed to relax the tense atmosphere that had been locked up by the face reveal talk.

“By the way, how do you like this? This is the armor used in my character creation.”

I felt a bit embarrassed to show it in real life, but wait, no. 

I had to change my mindset.

‘What’s so embarrassing about a hero’s equipment?’ It’s my valuable companion.

“Look at this cape. It’s quite special, you know?”

[Wow, look at the details of the cape…]

[Sister, I thought there was some graphic enhancement, but it’s all raw?]

[Can you show the gauntlets up close?]

[Sensei, please share the artisan site you used for this.]

[Whoa, look at the patterns on it. Armor, yeah!]

The reactions were better than I expected. 

After all, this wasn’t just any ordinary item. 

It was a special gift made directly by the goddess.

“This armor was made by someone with a mysterious aura. Hm? Does it look like my face? Well, I guess. I do like mysterious things. Anyway, the first reason I started this stream was to show off the armor used in my character creation. Today, I want to try something a little different.”

[Oh? Friede sister’s new game… This sounds interesting.]

[Since this is a real-life cam stream, is it a PC game?]

[What’s the title?]

Instead of answering the viewer’s question immediately, I couldn’t help but smile a little as I looked at the cam.

I waited just long enough for the reactions—little grains of rice called comments—to get more sticky and fully cooked.

When the chat had passed one full page, I added just a hint.

It would be boring to give the answer right away.

“It’s a 90s blockbuster game, and the genre is romance.”

[Is there even a blockbuster romance game from the 90s?]

[Ah, you don’t know Glarnad?]

[Back in the day, people used to call adult games literature, life, or even poetry.]

[Shut up, haha, you’re saying visual novels are serious literature now?]

[This is so old, I can’t even respond to it properly. Are you all old folks?]

[20th-century stuff? This isn’t modern history class, Sensei.]

‘I expected reactions like these, but modern history?’ That was an unexpected comment.

If I hadn’t been summoned to this other world, I would have probably had a hard time dealing with the generational gap with the viewers now.

Well, before that, I wouldn’t be able to stream in my current condition.

‘But what can I do?’ Right now, I’m still 22, blessed with the grace of the Bean.

It’s the most beautiful age. 

That means I have an obligation to expertly handle the awkward viewers.

“Now, let’s check it out.”

I expected a mix of surprise and cheers from everyone as I opened the folder on screen and showed the game icon.

***

A small spaceship icon, one that people from the early days of PC cafes would never forget.

Korea’s traditional folk game.

It’s called, “Ta-da~! It’s Stella Craft!”

[Stella?]

[Stella?]

[????]

“I saw it… I clearly saw that bastard choosing the Jeon Gwe-dam Wol-hee.”

[This sister has an old-school taste when it comes to picking games.]

The reactions weren’t quite what I expected, but it seemed I had achieved my goal after reeling in this many hooks.

Just then, a robotic voice from the speakers interrupted the broadcast.

[BlackRing has donated 5,000 KRW!
-What part of this is romance?]

“Don’t you all know?”

[Isn’t it you who doesn’t know?]

[Does Sensei even know what romance is?]

[Since when did the RTS genre turn into a romance?]

[Bug and Lastos are acting all lovey-dovey and making hybrids, so I guess it’s romance… argue with me if you want.]

[Is inter-species breeding romance? lol]

It seems the viewers were missing the essence of genre interpretation.

“Romance… what is romance? Is it just about a guy and a girl having a ‘thing’ and kissing… or maybe some 19+ stuff, that’s romance?”

[Why are you asking us?]

[Of course, it’s romance. What else would it be?]

[Sis, if you’re gonna talk nonsense, at least play the game first.]

[Yes! Yes! Yes! Yes! Yes! Yes! Yes! Yes! Yes!]

See? They’re all blinded by stereotypes and can’t see the essence.

I, as the hero, must enlighten these poor lambs.

“I’ll tell you why it’s romance.”

Stella Craft.

It’s a game that still has players, and it’s a tradition that has been consistently and actively carried on in Korea.

For me, it was a game I was finally going to enjoy again after many years.

In fact, it was one of the more comfortable games for me to adapt to.

Aside from small bug fixes, nothing had changed.

With a slightly trembling heart, I clicked the icon.

It was a return to the past, a reunion with long-lost memories.

Finally, the thumbnail for Stella Craft: Species Breeding appeared on screen.

In the center was the female character, the Bug Queen Gojimgo, to the right was the Lastos evil priest Dragunis, and to the left was the stern and lifeless Old Man Lampard Dougal.

“Look, everyone. This composition—two male characters aiming for the female character, a tragic one-sided love…”

Love and betrayal, emotions blooming in the midst of a fierce battlefield.

A space romance set against the backdrop of the empty universe.

“From the thumbnail, it’s already a romance rule, isn’t it? The female character in the center with two male characters on either side…”

[Stop talking nonsense and play the game already.]

Seems like it didn’t land at all.

I had tried to speak seriously about the game, but it felt a bit disappointing and embarrassing. 

I was glad I wore the helmet.

Though it wasn’t perfect, at least I had covered it up, so I quickly logged into WarNet.

I created a temporary ID and planned to explore the custom matches before jumping into ranked.

“Ah, it’s been a while.”

***

Upon entering the custom matches, I saw familiar titles, some with more than 30 years of history.

<1:1 Fighting Spirit Only Beginners!>

<1:1 Battle Only Toss Beginners!>

Fighting Spirit Only Beginners ^^>

<1:1 Warmth between Beginners, Red Storm, just come!>

<4:4 Hunter Beginner Battles>

That’s right.

This game, which had become stagnant for years, was now a playground for people hoping to find new beginners.

How many years have we been playing just for Fighting Spirit? Well, Fighting Spirit is the best, though.

[How old are the guys playing this game?]

[They must be nearing their 60s, huh?]

[Ha, ha, ha, ha, ha, ha.]

[My uncle plays this too.]

[Sensei, you know how to play this game?]

[Yeah, right, these days, who would even play Stella Craft?]

[Based on what we saw on SoWa, you’d probably just get destroyed.]

[Is SoWa even the same as Stella? lol]

“Ah, don’t underestimate me. I’m a 1,800-point user.”

[Wow, that’s quite a bit.]

[Ha, ha, ha, are you sure?]

[I can already imagine how badly you’ll be dominated… yum.]

[Even with the fashion ranks, you should know the builds… Sensei, let’s go!]

Encouraged by everyone, I scrolled through the custom match list.

Is there a room that looks particularly interesting, one that everyone would enjoy watching?

‘Everything’s the same.’

Most of the rooms were filled with deceptive titles like “Only Beginners,” full of false pretenses…

Even after many years, it felt like déjà vu, like seeing identical twins.

“The titles are all the same. In the past, wasn’t oil made from dinosaur bones? Well, anyway, after a long time, it’s hard to tell the difference, right? Maybe this custom match is the same.”

[What can you expect from stagnant water?]

It’s true. Stagnant water is always like that.

They’re the ones who’ve already enjoyed all the content and are just hoping for something new.

Even before I was summoned to this other world, I remember Stella Craft being full of people who liked to prey on newbies.

These are all players who’ve been around for more than 10 years.

I wonder how bizarre this experience will be. 

My heart races already.

“This room looks good.”

The title I chose was this one.

<1:1 Fighting Spirit Only Beginners Welcome.>

A title that demanded beginners, written with a commanding tone.

It was a perfect Stella-like title, worthy of the legendary conqueror.

Let’s see who the opponent is.

“Whoa?”

As I entered the room, I saw the stats displayed.

***

[Korea] Custom Game

[Host] yaSergei: ᄒᄋ

Wins: 20,398, Losses: 9,994, Disconnects: 1,015

[Shit, haha.]

[Of course, I get matched with this guy.]

[Sensei, you shouldn’t even try a gacha now.]

[Wow, so that’s a real record.]

[This is what 40 years of experience in the game looks like… it’s dizzying.]

[SoWa’s highest stats look weak compared to this guy.]


The stats weren’t the usual ones I was familiar with for Stella Craft.

The weight of those 30,000+ wins pressed down on me like a heavy force.

Not just stagnant water, but the fossil of a player who’s been around for 30 years had matched with me.

‘Of course… why did I get matched with this guy?’



 
  Chapter 45: A very angry opponent


[3,000 games… doesn’t that make me a legendary hermit or something?]

[The SB is shrinking like crazy.]

[I’ve seen records of thousands of games, but 30,000 games? I wanna see how a life is lived with that many.]

[Sensei, aren’t you getting totally humiliated?]

[What a total fossil… drool]

I could already foresee my defeat.

Well, 30,000 games isn’t a record that can be easily dismissed.

Just seeing it was enough to make my nose wrinkle, like the stench of rotten food filling the room.

I thought about leaving the room, but quickly changed my mind.

There were two reasons.

First, having a high record doesn’t necessarily mean they’re good.

If the number of games was proportional to skill, there would be plenty of pro-level players by now.

No matter how many games you’ve played, bad players will remain bad, and those who are destined to drop tiers will always drop.

Second, the opponent was probably a washed-up veteran entering their twilight years.

This is an extension of the previous point, but at first glance, the sheer number of games might intimidate someone.

However, on the flip side, it also means they’ve been playing this game for a long time.

Considering when the “Stellar Craft – Species Reproduction” expansion came out and the age of those who played it, they’ve probably crossed their forties by now.

‘Can someone in their forties still maintain the minimum physical skills required for a game like this?’

Even with all that experience, there must be a limit to their reflexes.

On the other hand, I’m a sprightly 22-year-old with excellent control—basically, a hero-class spec.

A cheat code in the gaming world, if you will.

‘Unless the build is wildly imbalanced, I should have the upper hand.’

***

[Room Moderator] yaSergei: Are you a pro?

[Guest] Friede777: Hehe

The opponent’s race is the Zerg, and I’m the Protoss.

‘Race matchups?’ Honestly, few games have such a delicate balance between races, so arguing about that is mostly a waste of breath.

“11 o’clock, huh?”

Twin Flame is a 4-player map.

Starting positions are 1 o’clock, 5 o’clock, 7 o’clock, and 11 o’clock.

If the opponent is Zerg, I actually prefer it when they spawn diagonally.

It makes it easier to safely take my natural expansion early.

yaSergei: Wanna test me?

The game had barely started, and the opponent was already chatty.

Still, I figured they were a talkative type, so I decided to indulge my curiosity and responded.

Friede777: How long have you been playing Stellar?

yaSergei: 36 years.

[SB 36 years, haha]

[They’ve been playing Stellar since before I was born.]

[Somehow… I feel the weight of history, Deathwing…]

I was momentarily speechless, but quickly gathered myself.

36 years of experience means they’ve been playing this game nonstop since its release—an obsession at this point. 

‘Was this a 4-drone build?’

The game was still early, so nothing too major happened yet. 

My worker was scouting the map early.

I sent a scout worker diagonally, but it was a bust. 

It had to be either horizontal or vertical, so I clicked my tongue in disappointment.

I summoned a photon cannon at my natural and built a gateway and forge.

Just then, their worker arrived at my main base.

In response, my scout came in a bit late, so I went for a last-minute search.

The location was 7 o’clock. 

A vertical position.

When my worker reached their base, I saw…

“Oh, it’s a 9 drone.”

Six zerglings were already heading toward my base.

My gateway was finished, but based on the build timing, I should send out a couple of zealots to defend before the drones arrived.

It would be better to sacrifice a few workers than allow a zergling rush into my base.

As the zerglings tried to push in, I sent out my seven workers and one zealot to defend.

Even though I blocked the entrance with buildings, there were still two potential paths for the zerglings to enter.

I focused on the side where the workers and zealot were, ignoring the other path.

Using my 0.5-range zealot, I was on high alert, controlling my workers to keep trading positions and retreating those with low health.

The zerglings struggled in the narrow path, with three of them being taken down before retreating.

It was a clean tactical victory, a satisfying defense.

The build timing was sharp, but somehow I felt their zergling control was lacking.

At this point, I was pretty sure my guess was correct.

The opponent’s brainpower was solid, but their physical skills just weren’t there.

[Room Moderator] yaSergei: Your worker control is impressive.

[Room Moderator] yaSergei: You’re good at managing the health of your workers.

[Room Moderator] yaSergei: But your skill still seems like garbage…

[Room Moderator] yaSergei: Just micro-control is probably your strength.

It seemed like an attempt to be little me after I had easily countered their early attack.

It was a childish move, so I decided to respond in kind.

Friede777: Well, at least I’m good at micro-control…

Friede777: You don’t seem to have anything going for you.

Friede777: Is this what 30,000 games gets you?

yaSergei: ???

yaSergei: Alright, that’s it.

yaSergei: I’m gonna crush you.

[Big insult incoming.]

[Opponent’s ego is exploding, what a pompous old man.]

[The frustration is palpable.]

This guy was clearly losing his mind.

“I guess I’ll have to teach this guy a lesson. Alright, folks, what’s the best way to punish him? Oh right, I’ll just spam cruisers and make him waste all his resources on them.”

I’d make him produce nothing but cruisers with all the resources he’s hoarded.

[With a Corsair? Lol]

[Just go for the marauder, Sensei]

“Everyone doesn’t know how strong Corsairs are. Let me show you.”

As I boasted, everyone seemed skeptical, but then the mission popped up.

“ChiliKongKane’s mission!

1,000 won per Overlord! No limit on the number!”

[Big one came!!!]

[Mission Kit! Wwww]

[Wow, unlimited funds mission]

How kind of the game to motivate me like this.

This round… might need to be a bit more intense.

With the quantum cannon already built, the early threat was practically over.

I began preparing my front base activation and placed an air gateway to secure some much-needed scouting.

“Wow, that was close. The enemy is all-in with Hydras.”

It seems like they’re not aiming for a wealthy economy strategy. 

Maybe getting older and growing more impatient.

Thanks to noticing their intentions early, countering was easy.

I saw a large Hydra unit coming, so I immediately added several quantum cannon turrets at the entrance.

With that, I only needed to watch out for a 6.9 cm drop. 

Everything else was under control.

Soon, I added two air gateways and other tech buildings to start preparing the Corsairs.

Just as expected, the Hydra swarm approached, but I easily held them off with the added turrets and a few Dragoons.

And while the standoff continued at the entrance, I finished my speed upgrades, and soon five Corsairs had gathered.

Time to make a move.

“Corsairs can wipe out small forces easily.”

With their fast attack speed and splash damage, the more Corsairs you have, the stronger they become.

But when there are fewer, their weak attack power makes it hard to execute hit-and-run tactics.

Not to mention, they can’t attack ground units.

On the other hand, with high burst damage and the ability to attack ground units, they were now perfect for a hit-and-run.

And now? It was time for Overlord slaughter.

As the Corsairs reached the enemy’s main base, they launched their assault.

The Overlords popped one by one with a pop sound as they burst like balloons from the missile fire.

A swarm of Hydras came in, but they couldn’t catch up with the mobility of air units.

I kept circling, hitting the main base, the third expansion, and back to the main base, continually hunting Overlords.

“14…15, 16, 17…”

yaSergei: “Fuck”

yaSergei: “How many times do I have to hit it for it to die?”

yaSergei: “It’s not dying… this is fucking OP.”

Friede777: ^^

It was hilarious.

The Corsair was generally considered a useless unit.

But unlike the Marauder, it had 1 more supply, and as a result, it had much more health.

A few Hydras spitting at it wouldn’t just shoot it down easily.

‘A player with 30,000 games should know this, right? Or were they deliberately ignoring reality?’

“Look, when the Overlord spawns from that egg, I’ll strike the moment it hatches!”

As the Overlord group emerged from their eggs, the Corsairs charged in.

With the numbers stacking up, I had one full group of Corsairs.

Even if they set up turrets, the Overlords were one-shot kills, making it a perfect massacre.

[Wow, how many Overlords has he killed so far?]

[Probably about 40 by now]

[Seriously, spending 3 mineral chunks just on Overlords]

[There’s a limit to how much Overlords can keep getting killed, right? If they keep dying like this, they won’t be able to mass units anymore]

[They’ll need about 200 hatcheries, lol]

[The enemy’s going to rage hard, lol]

[Mission goal is a joke, lol]

[But using Corsairs like this is so good]

[Yeah… I thought it was a totally useless unit, but…]

While messing with my opponent, I kept expanding my bases.

The enemy tried to respond with Mutalisks and Corruptors to catch up to the Corsairs’ mobility, but as I kept moving and shooting, I took them out one by one, leading to an overwhelming exchange.

If they had tried to engage me in a full-scale battle, it might have been different, but in smaller skirmishes, I could easily overpower them using micro-control.

Eventually, the enemy, unable to hold on, tried a frontal assault with their remaining forces. 

But with the turrets everywhere and additional Zerglings added, they were easily blocked.

***

yaSergei: “You fucking…”

yaSergei: “This is so fun, huh?”

Friede777: “Yeah, it’s really fun, Mr. ^^”

yaSergei: “Such a polite little fucker, huh?”

Friede777: “Lol, too much fun.”

Friede777: “Is this really the fighting power of someone with 30,000 games? What a noob.”

[Ha, humiliation fun]

[Currently, the host has slaughtered 105 Overlords… mission goal tears]

[More victims than the 30,000-game player? Pwoosh, swoosh]

Looking at the chaotic chat, I decided to deliver the final blow.

I sent my Mutalisks and Corsairs on a final tour, completely wiping out the 30,000-game veteran who eventually surrendered.

yaSergei: “Follow me for a rematch.”

yaSergei: “I’m a PC bang league champion.”

yaSergei: “I’ll show you real skill, I’ll wreck you.”

[Here comes the “I’m your master” speech!]

[Sergey, you dirty player]

[PC bang champion, lol]

[Yeah, when was that win?]

[We’re talking about ancient victories now, huh?]

A neighborhood PC bang league…

It reminded me of an older guy I knew who used to boast about winning a PC bang league when we were kids.

I wonder what he’s up to now.

Friede777: “Is the map still ‘Tuhon’?”

yaSergei: “Yeah, hahaha.”

yaSergei: “Room password is 6974, follow me.”

Friede777: “Lol.”

Friede777: “Good luck with the rematch.”

As I kept mocking, the enemy simply admitted defeat without saying much.

yaSergei: “Fucking…”

Friede777: “??”

-yaSergei has left the game.

“Wow.”

[It wasn’t GG, it was ‘Fuck you’]

[Lol, this crazy guy didn’t even leave without a legendary exit.]

[Momentarily, I regretted reading that.]

[Lol, omg.]

Before leaving, the GG declaration was a little tacky.

Well, I guess I’ll accept the re-match request… once.

But then…

“What was the room password again?”

The GG declaration was so memorable that I forgot.


Right when I asked, someone replied in the chat.

[Your mom’s.]

“Why are you using insults? I’ll ban you.”

I don’t tolerate anyone using bad language!



 
  Chapter 46: Whack-a-Mole


[Calm down! This is a trap by the host!]

[Everyone, RUN FOR COVER!]

[You answer the question, and then get banned? Is this even fair? My nerves are shaking, seriously]

[Is this… a dictatorship in the style of a hero of light?]

When one person was banned, the chat became lively and chaotic.

The trembling, baby bird-like behavior was surprisingly endearing.

For the first time, I realized that mere letters could seem so cute.

Well, the uncomfortable truth was that most of the viewers typing out these cute messages were probably gruff men.

Not that it was something worth paying attention to.

***

[ChiliConCane has completed the mission! ₩105,000 deposited!

I can’t believe you took down more than 100 of them, Sensei.]

[Spending over ₩100,000 on one mission?]

[Earning money is so easy, isn’t it?]

[Catch 100 underlings, and you make a decent day’s wage.]

[Cost-effectiveness off the charts.]

‘More than 100,000 won, huh…’

Completing a mission gives a streamer an enormous sense of accomplishment.

It proved they had the skills to complete a game-related challenge.

With pride swelling to the top of my head, it felt like my nose was piercing the sky.

Besides, while I wasn’t desperate for money, extra cash is always welcome.

After quickly cleaning up the battlefield, I entered the public room to sever the lifeline of a “Noob Lord” with 30,000 matches under their belt.

Scrolling through the list of rooms, I came across one titled “Your Mom.”

When I clicked it, a password entry screen popped up.

“What’s the password again?”

[If we tell you, you’ll kick us out, you jerk.]

[Hey, do we look like suckers to you?]

[Not a chance! Never!]

The chat exploded with indignant reactions.

“I’m kidding; I know the password. 6974.”

[That… that jerk… why even ask if you know it?]

[Hearing you say 6974, though… priceless.]

[From now on, this is my alarm sound.]

[Amazing morning inspiration, huh?]

[Shh! No one touches the host!]

Ignoring the barrage of messages, I entered the password.

A familiar ID appeared before me.

The map was the same as the previous round: Fighting Spirit.

Since the map loaded immediately without a download, it didn’t seem like the host was pulling any shady tricks.

No scam maps, for example.

***

yaSergei: “You’re here, you little brat. ^^”

He welcomed me with an unusually aggressive greeting.

yaSergei: “I’m pulling out my main race.”

yaSergei: “I was once known as the Legend of Autumn.”

yaSergei: “Admit defeat now.”

His chosen race was Protoss.

A PC café league winner and self-proclaimed legend of autumn?

Quite a fancy title.

In that case, I needed to switch things up too.

I chose Zerg.

We ended up swapping our usual races.

Friede777: “GG.”

yaSergei: “Look at this brat, switching races.”

yaSergei: “If you hadn’t fallen behind early, you’d be done in 10 minutes, you noob.”

Friede777: “^^”

Friede777: “Next up, 100 underling deaths for you.”

yaSergei: “If I lose here, I’ll delete my ID, I swear.”

A bold declaration.

Even I was impressed by his audacity, so the chat’s reactions were predictable.

[Another character deletion match?]

[This is giving me a headache… deja vu?]

[Sis, don’t play around this time; just crush him.]

[A character with 30,000 matches on the line? This is rare.]

[If he loses here, isn’t he just gonna rage quit?]

[Does a 30,000-match noob think he’s invincible?]

[Let’s be real, 30,000 matches still makes him a noob.]

***

The game began quickly.

This time, I spawned at the 1 o’clock position.

Unfortunately, my color was yellow.

A yellow Zerg.

This felt meaningful since it was the signature color of a famous professional Zerg player.

‘Was it a deliberate setup?’

No need to overthink it.

‘For now, I’ll match the fierce reputation of yellow Zergs by ending this game quickly.’

“Let’s try to wrap this up early.”

[Oh, Friede’s calling for an early rush.]

[The rush queen Friede, here we go!]

[Will you go for a 4-drone rush?]

[Can you even pull off a 6-drone rush now?]

[Sis doesn’t seem like the type to regret or dwell on things.]

Since I had switched races, I decided to play the same strategy as the previous match.

That way, I could give him a proper lesson.

Luck seemed to be on my side because I found his main base on my first scout attempt.

I was at the 11 o’clock position; he was at 7 o’clock.

Same positions as the last match, vertically aligned.

I began with the same 9-drone spawning pool build as before.

To truly ignite an opponent’s rage gauge, there’s nothing better than using the exact same build they failed to execute against you.

“Oh? This feels a bit strange,” I said.

As my Zerglings sprinted toward the enemy’s main base, my Overlord positioned behind their natural expansion revealed something peculiar.

“Building a Forge first for Photon Cannons?”

‘Without even a Gateway?’

I tilted my head in slight confusion.

‘This is supposed to be the Legend of Autumn?’

Delaying the Gateway widens the entrance, leaving only workers as a barrier since there’s no Zealot to block the path.

When my Zerglings reached the natural expansion, I saw six workers pathetically clustered together.

“I was going to upgrade speed, but I’ve changed my mind, everyone. I’ll go for Burrow instead.”

[Does that mean you’re going to bury the opponent?]

[Why Burrow?]

[Are you planning to plant them before they build a Nexus at their natural? Will it work in time?]

[Isn’t this a reckless move by the host?]

“Reckless? Come on, don’t say such hurtful things,” I replied playfully.

With reinforcements, I now had a total of eight Zerglings.

Realizing the situation wasn’t normal, my opponent finally started building a Gateway, but it was too late.

With only one Photon Cannon at the entrance…

“I’ll try breaking through here,” I declared.

I sent my Zerglings into a forced attack.

With precise control, I targeted the workers blocking the entrance one by one.

The scenario mirrored the last match—this time, I was the one breaching the Protoss’s natural expansion.

And then…

BOOM!

Workers scattered helplessly as four Zerglings stormed into the main base.

Friede777: “Welcome~”

yaSergei: “???”

[Wow, she broke through!]

[That guy couldn’t breach last game, but now he’s the one getting overrun.]

[Truly a master of offense and defense, what a spectacle.]

Friede777: “Should I go? Should I help you out?”

yaSergei: “Shut up, you jerk. I’ll crush you.”

“Too bad. He’s not falling for it.”

Not that I actually intended to help, but I thought teasing him would be fun.

A little disappointing.

I continued upgrading Zergling speed after completing Burrow, then sent all my workers to harvest minerals.

Time to end this match.

The four Zerglings already in his main base harassed his workers and drew attention.

Meanwhile, eight more Zerglings destroyed the Photon Cannon at the natural.

Although his Zealots arrived late, I didn’t bother fighting them.

Instead, I sent my Zerglings straight into his main base.

The swarm split—half perched above his Nexus, the rest below it, burrowing into the ground.

The Zealots, unable to find a target, stood there uselessly.

yaSergei: “What the hell?”

‘What do you mean? This is a game of Whack-a-Mole.’

With his natural breached, more Zerglings poured into his base unopposed.

Now burrowed around his Nexus, the tide of battle was sealed.

“Watch this. When the Zerglings above attack, the Zealots move in. Then they burrow again….”

I unburrowed the Zerglings below and attacked the Nexus.

“When they come down, I burrow again and wake up the ones above.

That’s Whack-a-Mole for you.”

Reinforcements destroyed workers or interrupted Photon Cannon construction, while the burrowed Zerglings kept whittling down his Nexus.

This was the perfect strategy to grind down someone’s mental state.

[Man, this is infuriating!]

[The 30,000-match veteran is now a slave to Whack-a-Mole training.]

[Is this really… a hero?]

[Heroes these days prefer bold plays, right?]

[If I were on the receiving end, I’d rage quit immediately.]

yaSergei: “This… Is this something a human would do?”

Friede777: “Well, it’s definitely something a Zerg would do.”

Persistently, I kept gnawing at the Nexus.

By now, the shields were depleted, and smoke began rising—a pitiful sight, like an elderly man shedding tears.

yaSergei: “Is this what your parents taught you? Where do you get off… Acting like this to an elder?”

The palpable anger seemed to pierce through the screen.

‘But what could I do?’

That rage only fueled the joy swelling in my chest.

For every gamer, this was both a curse and a destiny to bear.

yaSergei: “I’m 50 years old this year, And I can’t even breathe properly because of you!”

Smiling slightly, I gave him a polite response.

Friede777: “Then don’t bother breathing ^^.”

yaSergei: “I… I’m so angry!!!!!!!!!!!!! Join my room again! This time, I’ll play seriously!”

[We’re doomed!!!]

[LOL]

[His reactions are priceless.]

[See? Friede’s skills are unstoppable.]

yaSergei: “Come on! I won’t obsess anymore.”

‘But wasn’t he already obsessing?’

Friede777: “^^ I hope you lose sleep over this tonight.”

Finally, his Nexus exploded, unable to hold out any longer.

yaSergei: “You jerk.”

yaSergei has left the game.

The match ended with his resignation.

‘Join his room again?’

This was already the second time…

No need to waste my time on a third.

The number three holds special meaning for gamers, after all.

Whether he cooled off or deleted his ID, that was his problem to deal with now.

***

[Will you play against viewers?]

“I don’t do viewer matches. I’ll stick to public games.”

Viewer matches or ranked games come with a high chance of being sniped.

Public rooms are much less stressful.

“Is there anyone fresher out there? Someone not as washed up as a 30,000-match fossil?”

[A hunter’s sharp gaze targeting the prey… Friede-sensei strikes again.]

[Feels like she’s hunting on a dating app.]

[Sis, you’re amazing~]

I dove back into the public room list to find my next target.

In a dark room, pink-haired locks bounced as someone flinched at the monitor’s images.

What I was watching now was StellaCraft, a game I’d vaguely heard of.

An ancient esports title, once loved by older generations, now treated like a traditional pastime.

Normally, I wouldn’t have paid attention to such a game.

But today, I had a reason.

[Did the 30,000-match fossil get stomped? No morning wood for him tomorrow, huh?]

[Winning like this makes the game way more fun to watch.]

One particular comment caught my eye.

It perfectly reflected my feelings, and I nodded unconsciously in agreement.

Friede, the Hero of Light… I thought she only shined in VR games like Soul Warfare, but she handled this game just as well.]

More than just skill, her ability to make it entertaining was her real strength.

With someone like her, even rhythm games or Tetris would make for an engaging broadcast.

“Should I add effects and sound cues here to make things more fun?”

Feeling a bit unsure of myself, I refocused.

I was analyzing Friede’s stream to prepare a portfolio video for a contest.

The Galactic Supreme Editor Contest, declared by Friede herself.

This was my chance to be selected as her editor.

It would be grueling, but I had to endure it.

For my future…

For my starving bank account…


Because I was, I was…

“A… hiccup!”

Suddenly, a hiccup burst out, making my tiny frame jolt.

And so, the contest drew closer day by day.



 
  Chapter 47: Separating the wheat from the chaff


Discovering and streaming new games is always a bit nerve-wracking.

No matter how confident you are, there’s always that lingering fear—”What if the stream gets boring if the game doesn’t meet the audience’s expectations?”

In that sense, I’d say this Stella Craft stream was quite a success.

The introduction of a new game brought a refreshing vitality to my streaming and gaming life.

It’s like a confidence boost, knowing that I’ve stepped away from being a one-trick pony with Soul Warfare.

Thanks to that, the next day’s Soul Warfare ranked games—my climb toward the Challenger tier—were streamed with newfound enthusiasm.

“Oooh, goodness…!”

Stretching my back after finishing the fourth day of streaming, I felt my tense muscles relax.

The remaining time wouldn’t exactly be a holiday, though; I’d be busy sorting through editor contest submissions.

I emailed today’s stream files to Dayoung and logged into my YouTube channel.

“This counts as a big deal, doesn’t it?”

Though there was no one to answer, the numbers on the screen made the words spill out on their own.

About 300,000 subscribers on the YouTube channel and 400,000 followers on the Switch channel.

The highest-viewed video this week surpassed 1 million views…

I’m not an expert in the streaming industry, but for a streamer who’s only been doing this for three days, this kind of growth seems extraordinary.

‘Unless we count legendary broadcasts hosted by pro gamers, I might be the only one, right?’

‘Or not, whatever.’

***

Two Stella Craft videos from day three, decorated with witty thumbnails, had ironically outperformed my Soul Warfare streams by over 20% in views.

This is the power of editing—and the appeal of classic medieval games, I suppose.

It was quite surprising, even to me.

“Editing, huh….”

I watched the Stella Craft video that Dayoung had edited.

Sure enough, it was enjoyable from a third-person perspective.

Even though the stream ran long, the well-planned time distribution kept it from feeling exhausting.

The dull segments had been boldly cut out, and amusing memes or funny quips were added at just the right moments to spice things up.

Even split into two parts due to its length, the videos performed exceptionally well.

‘So this is amateur work?’

“Dayoung… you did a great job.”

She’d told me that with a professional editor, the content could be refined into something even more entertaining.

She’d strongly recommended that I find a skilled editor.

“Hmm….”

Tapping my fingers lightly on the desk, I felt a rush of emotions.

‘Was it a sense of urgency? Anxiety? Restlessness?’

It was hard to pinpoint, but one thing was clear—I needed to be meticulous in selecting the right editor.

Judging by the growth rate, I couldn’t afford to make a careless choice.

“Let’s check my emails while I’m at it.” [email protected]

I’d deliberately ignored them to focus on streaming, but now that the week’s streaming schedule was done, it was a good time to take a look.

The dedicated email address, linked to both my YouTube and Switch channels, was [email protected].

I thought I’d done a decent job promoting it, but I was curious how many applications I’d received.

“…Ah.”

The number displayed in the inbox—1,394 emails—made me slightly dizzy.

‘What’s this? That’s way too many emails for just three days.’

‘Were all of these editor applications?’

“That can’t be.”

Shaking my head, I dismissed the thought. 

It was probably mixed with spam, considering I’d announced the email address on my streams and YouTube channel.

Filtering the emails by the subject line ‘YouTube Editor Application,’ as per the contest guidelines, I narrowed it down to 328 emails.

“Good thing I followed Dayoung’s advice.”

She’d told me to set specific application formats whenever hosting a contest or collecting submissions through email.

Thanks to that, I could start compactly and efficiently.

The real question was whether I could properly sift through and identify the real gems among these submissions.

“Let’s sort the applications first….”

There could still be phishing scams or spam emails among them.

‘Who knows?’ Someone might have even sent indecent content.

The actual showdown between editing samples could wait. 

First, I had to weed out the junk.

“I mean… there’s no way I’d handle all this alone.”

“That’s why you called me,” Dayoung said, shrugging her shoulders.

Meeting her in the MS room, her gesture implied she’d already anticipated this situation. Was this the insight of a seasoned pro?

“Normally, a well-prepared, big-name streamer would hire someone or even have a manager for this kind of thing. Times have changed.”

True. Handling this alone would be too much.

Even if I could manage, meeting the contest schedule would be nearly impossible.

‘How many times did I stumble over nonsense yesterday while reviewing submissions?’

***

Without a break after the stream, I spent seven hours checking whether videos were legitimate entries or nonsense submissions.

Some had only formatted the subject line correctly while filling the body with absurdities.

For example:

[Show us your face!]

[Where do you live?]

[I recommend this game—want to duo with me?]

Or worse:

[Hi, I’m the manager of Old World Dung Beetle Team. Earn some quick profits by forming meaningful connections with others. My number is….]

[What’s your usual underwear brand?]

[What’s your bust size?]

[How many cups are you?]

[Let me show you my junk—show me yours too!]

And let’s not forget the occasional explicit content, body-cam clips, or gross images inserted into the middle of actual editing portfolios.

The creativity and persistence in their absurdity were truly baffling.

‘What can I do?’ It’s just the reality of having a large applicant pool.

Like they say, with abundance comes garbage.

“Good job, me. You really worked hard yesterday.”

The extreme difficulty of sorting through everything felt like something only a warrior’s discipline could endure.

Getting to the final list of valid applications had been no small feat.

“Filtered down to 83 applicants, huh?”

As Dayoung scrolled through the list, she tilted her head slightly. 

‘Was there a problem?’

“Maybe it’s because your stream hasn’t been around that long? I thought you’d get over 100 submissions.”

“There were more than 100, but some of the quality was… honestly, not great.”

“Wow, if you’re saying that, they must have been complete amateurs. Probably just taking a shot in the dark.”

Dayoung nodded in agreement, adding a knowing “makes sense” as a comment.

Come to think of it, ‘how had Dayoung managed all this back in the day?’

Before awakening as a warrior, she had already been a seasoned streamer since her high school days.

With her pretty and cute looks, plus her youthful appearance as a student, she must have been a magnet for all kinds of troublemakers.

From what she said, it was hard to tell if she’d shaken it off already or if it had never really bothered her.

Anyway, now wasn’t the time to get lost in thought.

“I figured you’d need help, so I cleared my streaming schedule for this week. Let’s power through, shall we?”

With her rallying cry, Dayoung embodied the spirit of an unwavering supporter, and I followed her lead, ready to ride her proverbial carry bus.

***

“The effects are way over the top. Overdoing these can ruin the vibe. Kill .”

“The video pacing is good, but everything else is too bland. Pass.”

“What’s with all the first-person POV shots? What fun is that for viewers? There’s no flow. Kill.”

“This is way too suggestive. Do they want the channel to get banned? Kill.”

“This one’s politically charged. That’s an immediate no. Kill.”

‘Is she writing a death list or what?’

Watching Dayoung ruthlessly eliminate submissions, I kept my mouth shut and observed quietly.

It wasn’t like I could argue; her standards were higher, and the rejected videos really did have major flaws.

I started worrying she might reject every submission, but she did set aside a few that seemed promising.

And then, about halfway through…

“Oh, this one’s pretty good.”

Just when we were losing hope, we discovered a gem.

Even Dayoung nodded approvingly.

“Right? This is the best one so far. It’s up-to-date with trends and memes, the pacing is excellent, and the effects are minimal in a way that enhances immersion.”

“Most importantly, they tailored it to your streams, which earns extra points. The compatibility between the streamer and the editor is crucial.”

‘Dayoung often said that creating a portfolio using the streamer’s content was a smart move since it allowed her to gauge their synergy.’

“Now, let’s see… The nickname is…”

“A-Jin?”

“What is that? Sounds kind of lame.”

‘Coming from you?’

I swallowed the words before they left my mouth, choosing silence over provoking her.

After spending the entire weekend reviewing submissions, we managed to select seven finalists.

***

“Beautiful weather today. Did everyone have a good weekend?”

[Woohoo~!]

[Noona, you seem extra energetic today!]

[Finally… something big is coming.]

[Thump-thump-thump-thump-thump-thump.]

Greeted by an enthusiastic audience, I opened this week’s first stream with a smile.

Today wasn’t just any stream.

It was a significant moment—a chance to find a new partner who could shape my channel for the coming months, maybe even years.

“As I’ve already announced, I’ll remind you one more time for anyone who missed it.”

“Today, we’re hosting the final round of the editing contest.”

[Who wouldn’t know that by now?]

[That person is YOU.]

[ᄅᄋ, hello.]

[What kind of weird or wacky video is waiting for us?]

[The editor must be female! Editor must be female! Editor must be female!]

[If it’s a male editor, we riot! Male editors are not acceptable!]

[ᄉᄇ. These crazy fans are at it again.]

[Noona, control your chat, please.]

The chat was lively—chaotic even—but that energy was part of the charm.

For any contest or competition, the excitement of the crowd set the tone.

“Alright, let’s get started.

“Welcome to the Ultimate Galaxy Editor Contest on the Friede Channel!”

Slowly but surely…

[Let’s gooo!]


[If my eyes suffer, noona, you’re to blame.]]

[We’re babies. Protect us from terrible quality.]

[Hurry up! Let’s do this!]

It was time to begin.



 
  Chapter 48: Indirect democracy


“Oh, let’s play a song before we start.”

I selected a few tracks I used to enjoy and played them.

The soft melodies of classical music added a serene touch to the broadcast atmosphere.

[Classical music?]

[You’re so old-fashioned, sis~]

[No modern songs?]

Of course, I couldn’t play those.

Over the ten-plus years, I’ve realized I lack the will to keep up with trends.

If I find it difficult to follow the current generation’s flow, I might as well retreat to the past.

In that sense, classical music is the most convenient choice.

[Today’s stream is going to be all about picking an editor, huh? Lololol]

[Hey! Do you have complaints about my stream?]

[If you’re mad… you know what to do.]

“Are there still viewers who only want gaming streams like before?”

Not all viewers were entirely supportive of the editor recruitment contest.

Though most viewers who volunteered as firefighters silenced the detractors, it was still slightly bothersome.

Even if I can’t cater to everyone’s preferences, it did make me think.

I’m the type to latch onto one type of content and see it through based on my mood that day.

There were occasional complaints from viewers about my lack of structure, saying I take breaks when I want and obsess over one thing when it comes to gaming.

‘Should I change the stream to have segments, like other streamers do?’

They usually take breaks between parts, but I’m not sure how they time those.

Still, I can’t entirely ignore opposing opinions. 

I’ll have to look into it later.

***

“First, I’d like to thank all the editors who applied for the contest.”

Holding a mug I brought from the kitchen, I spoke as hot steam rose from the coffee.

The words of gratitude emerged from my lips, veiled by the steam.

Receiving so much interest in less than a week was naturally something to be thankful for as the host.

[Donation from Kim Ggaeddulrakk: 5,000 KRW!

-How many videos did you get, sis?]

“If we count all the applicants, it’s a little over a hundred. Sorting through them was really tough.”

[Wow, that’s a lot of applicants!]

[There’s no way someone like you wouldn’t get that many lolol]

[Picking the good ones must’ve been exhausting.]

“Oh, right.”

After taking a sip of the coffee from my mug, I adopted a mock-serious tone and spoke as if interrogating someone.

“Why did some of you send such weird things to the email for editor applications? Do you know how shocked I was when I saw them?”

[Hahaha lolololololol]

[??? What kind of emails did you get, Sensei?]

[We can’t tolerate terror emails!]

[Who messed with our sis?]

[Kim Junyoung of Hamheung, Hamgyeong-do is stepping in!]

[Was the person from up north?]

[We’ll protect you, Sensei!]

Through the agony of filtering, I deleted the malicious emails that made my eyes want to bleed.

Initially, I considered just discarding them, but I thought they’d make for an interesting talking point.

I displayed some email titles I filtered, ensuring they were safe for the broadcast.

This was the so-called “highlight reel.”

“Look at this. I mean, I wouldn’t even say anything about some adult content. But Hallcast, gross images, and even strange recruitment offers from shady companies? Why would someone certify their own poop and send it to me?”

[Hallcast? What the heck, these people are nuts lolol]

[Certifying poop… I’m grabbing my instant rice.]

[Oh, poop is just too much.]

[Is it poop that tastes like curry or curry that tastes like poop? Friede will tell us!]

[Sis, you’re just a baby… You need training…]

[Everything else is one thing, but the shady recruitment offers crossed the line lol.]

[You should sue, Sensei.]

[As long as it’s not me~]

[Popcorn… This is popcorn-worthy!]

[Friede’s stream already has controversy five days in lololol.]

“I seriously considered going all out, but that would’ve been overkill. So please, everyone, let’s tone it down. We’re all adults here, aren’t we?”

[Donation from Chokbeopsoyeon: 5,000 KRW!

-“You’re banned.”

-Chokbeopsoyeon has been removed from the chat.]

[Oh no, domangchwa!]

[The host’s blade dance lololol.]

[Sensei spares adults but purges minors lololol.]

“Chokbeop or whatever, everyone gets banned.”

After calming the mood somewhat, I decided to transition into the main event.

“Today, I’ll be showing seven videos that passed the first selection round. We’ll choose one from these.”

[First round… second round… and then interviews? Let’s go!]

[I was curious about how this editor contest works.]

[Why doesn’t the host just pick someone and be done with it?]

[These people don’t get it. Obviously, she’s gauging our opinions, duh. Use some tact ^^.]

Clap clap!

I clapped my hands to settle the buzzing chat and change the atmosphere.

“Alright, let me explain further. There are many videos, so we’ll go through them quickly.”

The reason I made the contest public wasn’t anything special.

The viewers who watch Friede’s stream.

It’s only right to gather their opinions as much as possible on which editor they prefer.

So, what came to mind was…

“We’ll proceed with a viewer vote. However, it won’t be an ordinary vote.”

[Democracy overload, Sensei.]

[The host is really stirring my snake heart…]

[Snake heart incoming, snake heart incoming, snake heart incoming!]

[You killed the editor candidates!]

A vote. What a beautiful word.

But a simple viewer vote would be too boring.

‘Since I already declared this as a contest, why not make it a little unique?’

“This vote will…”

As the chat filled with countless hooks, I sipped my coffee and continued.

“…Be conducted through mission voting.”

If you don’t have money, you can’t vote.

***

Under the username “A-jin,” she lay under a blanket, her face poking out, nibbling on a piece of yokan.

She saw this as a once-in-a-lifetime challenge as an editor, so she had been sitting reverently in front of her computer since morning, waiting for the stream to start.

Yesterday, on Sunday, she had received an email from Friede notifying her that her video had made it to the finals.

Ah, how ecstatic she had been upon receiving that email—not jumping around, but rather kicking her feet in the air under the covers with joy.

There were seven finalists in total.

Out of them, only one would earn the glorious position.

As she began watching Friede’s stream with such high expectations, Friede’s sweet voice reached her ears.

“This vote will… be conducted through mission voting.”

“…Ack!”

Unfortunately, a large chunk of yokan got stuck in her throat, and she instinctively clenched her fist.

A white glow enveloped her hand, turning it semi-transparent as if it could reflect everything.

She moved the hand to her throat, and it slipped into her neck like an illusion.

After fumbling around inside, she pulled out the piece of yokan that had been stuck.

It was now covered in saliva and had turned into an unpleasant sight, unfit for consumption.

But…

‘It’s a waste to throw it away…’

As she stared at the piece of yokan that had been lodged in her throat, she agonized for a moment before resolutely putting it back in her mouth.

‘It’s not dirty if I put it back. I just need to chew thoroughly to make sure it doesn’t get stuck again.’

But missions…

Conducting votes through missions…

“A… A mission…”

She couldn’t afford it.

Her monthly living expenses were already tight.

As she stomped her feet in frustration, the calm Friede on her monitor explained the rules.

“The vote will be conducted through missions. After watching all the videos, please set a mission for the video you like best. If the editor wins, those who voted for them will receive a gift coupon.”

[Donation from “Midir Eating My Sis”: 5,000 KRW!]

-Why didn’t you tell us in advance? What’s the spending limit?]

“I didn’t mention it earlier to avoid people calling in their acquaintances, which could compromise fairness. The spending limit is set at 10,000 KRW. Any amount above or below that won’t count as a vote. Don’t come whining to me later.”

[You’re so unreasonable.]

[So, viewers without money don’t even have the right to vote?]

[This is tyranny! Give me voting rights too!]

[Even here, people without money aren’t treated as humans.]

[Hey! What’s with all this fuss? Voting has always been for those with money—it’s the law of the land.]

[Are you clueless or just ignorant?]

[The gift coupons from Friede are super precious, okay?]

The viewers were in an uproar.

Of course, with the mission voting system, viewers excluded from participating felt a strong sense of deprivation.

‘Ah, I shouldn’t have spent money on gacha. Then I could’ve used 10,000 KRW for the mission.’

‘No, there’s still hope.’

Shaking her head and rekindling her determination, she thought, ‘Even if I don’t have bullets, I can get them from somewhere else.’

She found her smartphone hidden under her pillow and opened her contact list.

[-Dad

-Mom

-Younger Sibling]

Her dismal social circle of just three people greeted her, so pathetic that anyone would mock her with a song like, ‘An empty, hollow tune.’

Still, she didn’t lose her courage and tapped her younger sibling’s name to call.

Although her sibling was still a high schooler, school would’ve ended by now.

“Hello?”

“Hey, it’s me…”

She stammered slightly, but being family, the words came out easier.

Feeling relieved, she resolved to push forward.

“Uh, so… could you transfer me 10,000 won…”

-Beep beep.


“…Ugh!”

She wasn’t even finished talking!

Suppressing her despairing scream, she buried her face in her pillow and pounded her fists on the bed.

The contest was still ongoing.



 
  Chapter 49: Heh, loser.


“Alright, then. Shall we watch the first video? Candidate No. 1—this video was submitted by ‘BribedDwarf.’ The title is ‘Lost Again.'”

[What’s this sound?]

[Lost again!]

[This time, they were completely wiped out!]

The source is quite old, but they added the background commentary seamlessly. 

Surprisingly, it seems like a lot of people know about it.

Judging by the reaction… perhaps there are viewers in their 50s here, too.

Since my main focus is on virtual reality games, I didn’t expect this kind of audience. 

‘Could it be because of Stellar Craft?’

Well, broadening the viewer demographic is a good sign. 

Anyway, I need to focus on the contest for now.

The edited video submitted as part of the portfolio began playing.

***

The first video, unexpectedly, wasn’t based on my broadcast but on another streamer’s.

And to top it off, the game wasn’t Soul Warfare but something else entirely.

I thought viewers might feel uneasy about the unfamiliar content, but no—its quality was captivating.

It was hard to take my eyes off it.

As expected of a video selected by Dayoung, its quality wasn’t ordinary.

This applicant is probably a professional.

[Not bad quality.]

[LOL]

[This is practically pro level, isn’t it?]

[If the other videos are at this level, that means they prepared thoroughly.]

[This contest of yours is already a success, haha.]

Look at that—the viewers’ reactions are positive.

The fact that skilled individuals like this are participating in my contest makes me feel quietly proud.

[ZekeGarterbelt donates 10,000 KRW!

-The video selection is excellent. Did someone help you?]

“Ah, Forming helped me out. They really carried this one.”

[This streamer keeps teaming up with Forming, lol.]

[If it’s Forming, it makes sense.]

[They bonded over their mutual hatred of a certain jerk, LOL.]

***

Fifteen minutes passed as we enjoyed the first video.

It wrapped up neatly and smoothly.

With six more videos to go, I realized that this contest could end up being quite lengthy.

Just as I was about to play the second video, an unexpected electronic notification rang out.

[UniversalCritic donates 10,000 KRW!

-Vote for Candidate No. 1, first video!]

“Why a vote already?”

When something like this happens in the middle of a video review, it can disrupt the flow and ruin the mood.

I frowned slightly.

If I didn’t manage this quickly, future voting interruptions could derail the broadcast.

“I forgot to mention—voting will take place after all the videos have been shown. I’ll cancel the current mission request.”

This kind of thing cuts the rhythm short, but I couldn’t let it show on my face.

Inside, I clicked my tongue in frustration at this minor grievance.

[LOL, no cutting in line!]

[Change your nickname to UniversalLineCutter, LOL.]

[No sense of etiquette, huh?]

[Is this the editor or their friend? Seems fishy.]

[Sharp observation there.]

[LOL!!!]

Before things overheated, I quickly changed the subject.

“Alright, let’s not poke the bear. Moving on to the next video!”

Like dousing steam with cold water just before it boiled over, the chat calmed down as I introduced the next entry.

“Candidate No. 2—submitted by ‘HeavenlyBerserker.’ There’s no title for this one.”

The second video featured Soul Warfare.

It was nice to see a familiar game, though I wasn’t the star this time.

If I recall, Dayoung had mentioned during the selection process that this one was slightly underwhelming.

She had said it had good pacing but was otherwise unremarkable.

The viewers’ reactions were lukewarm, showing no particular excitement.

Compared to Candidate No. 1’s video, which grabbed attention despite being based on a different game, this one felt less impactful.

It was like watching a game character who’s stuck because their stats are 2% too low to proceed.

That sense of inadequacy made it feel a bit disappointing.

Still, as they say, ‘The world of competition is ruthless.’

Everything will be decided by the viewers’ votes.

***

The third video… the fourth… the fifth… and finally the sixth video.

[Candidate No. 2 was kind of underwhelming, but the rest were neck-and-neck.]

[The standard is so high—this is what happens at a top-tier streamer’s editor contest.]

[Their use of source material is amazing.]

[Are these editors already working for other major streamers?]

[At this level of quality, it’s undeniable. They’re freelancers, after all.]

Among these, two videos used footage from my broadcasts—one from Soul Warfare and the other from Stellar Craft.

To my surprise, someone had used Stellar Craft.

I never expected that.

It was a bold choice, but it made me feel a bit excited.

If I had to choose without relying on votes, I’d probably pick Candidate No. 5, the one based on Stellar Craft.

I couldn’t help but smile at the thought, wondering how the viewers would react.

***

“Alright, we’ve reached the final entry. Candidate No. 7, submitted by ‘A-jin.'”

Ah, so this person was still left.

The name stuck in my mind because of their strong impression.

They seemed like a dark horse aiming to win this contest.

Blaming my earlier eagerness to jump to conclusions, I idly tapped my fingers on the desk.

While competition can be merciless, the results shouldn’t be predicted before everything is over.

‘Why had I been so eager to pick a winner before even seeing all the entries?’

[A-jin? LOL!]

[“Boo-hoo, I’m such a loser, bully me more, uwu.”]

[A-jin’s just a baby, LOL. You have to torment them.]

[What kind of preferences are these people exposing?]

[This is seriously unsettling.]

“Let’s not snipe at usernames, okay? If it gets too bad, I’ll hand out bans. Now, A-jin’s video is titled ‘Friede.'”

The title bore my name.

Simple, yet fitting.

Unlike the other editors, A-jin had chosen to edit footage of me fighting Sohu during a do-or-die match.

‘Ah, so that’s why they chose my name as the title.’

Since it was based on my Soul Warfare gameplay, there probably wasn’t a better title for it.

While other editors had edited content from my regular broadcasts, this video featured pre-broadcast gameplay, giving it a distinct advantage.

[Oh.]

[The background music selection is great. Where is it from?]

[Sounds like it’s from Apocalypse Century OST.]

[What’s that, you weeb?]

[It’s a domestic RPG game from 35 years ago. The story is solid, and the voice acting and OST are masterpieces.]

[Now I’m curious about how old everyone in this chat is.]

The audience’s reactions were quite positive.

It seemed even better than the vibe surrounding the fifth and sixth videos, which I had considered to have the best reception so far.

So, this is what it feels like.

‘I only focused on myself as the subject back then.’

Seeing how I appeared to others through a third-person perspective like this felt refreshingly new.

Instead of recalling my past through memories, this visualized version created a subtle difference.

And that’s how I realized—I was pretty awesome back then.

[Wow, this is impressive.]

[Look at that parry execution.]

[LOL, the timing of the parry matches perfectly with the music change, creating an incredible atmosphere.]

[The subtitles flow naturally with the story, too. It doesn’t feel off-putting.]

[Haah, I may be a third-rate in life, but my editing is first-rate.]

[Don’t forget your viewership is also third-rate, lol.]

That person got banned.

After banning the viewer who made the snide “third-rate” joke, I continued watching the video.

The clip focused on me, like a hero in a shonen manga delivering the final blow to a boss.

The close-up of me landing the decisive attack was epic.

The duel itself was an easy win, but packaging it as a protagonist overcoming adversity? That’s true talent.

I had skimmed through it during the selection process and was genuinely impressed even back then.

But watching it in detail now felt like peeling back the layers of an onion, revealing new aspects and continuous enjoyment.

“Hmm, this is good.”

That comment slipped out without me even realizing it.

It made me think, ‘Was I really this impressive?’

***

“Haah.”

Yawning slightly, I poured a freshly brewed cup of coffee from the pod.

After watching all the videos, I took a brief break.

The mental exhaustion was starting to catch up with me—it had been nearly two hours of nonstop viewing.

Both I and the audience needed a moment to recharge.

I couldn’t help but wonder—are the editors who submitted videos featuring other streamers still under contract with them?

This feels a little like an NTR situation…

‘What nonsense am I thinking?’

Shaking my head at the unnecessary thought, I returned to my seat.

Now it was time for the final segment. 

I needed to push through just a little more.

***

[Who said “the ultimate tuning is no tuning”? The ultimate tuning is exactly that—tuning.]

[Wow, heresy at its finest. Simple edits like this bring out the real charm of a video, kid.]

[Why are there so many boomers in this chat? If you like simple things, go eat plain rice soaked in water.]

[You think MSG came out of nowhere, huh? LOL!]

While I was away, the chat had turned into a battleground over editing preferences.

It’s not like this kind of debate wouldn’t die down once a winner was decided anyway.

“I’m back! Whatever your video preferences are, respect each other’s tastes.”

[Exactly.]

[Hurry up and hold the vote already. This is getting annoying—ugh.]

“Voting time is approaching, but before that, let’s hear some words from the participants.”

[Huh? What do you mean, words?]

[Did they record something?]

“Yes, I reached out to all the finalists and asked them to share a short message before the vote. Thankfully, they all agreed.”

I had requested something along the lines of a brief comment to mark their participation in the contest.

‘It’s common in competitions to have participants share their thoughts before the results are announced, right?’

That’s the vibe I was going for.

I sent individual emails to the seven finalists, and luckily, they all agreed.

It helped that it was audio-only, which likely reduced any pressure they felt.

[Ohhh LOL.]

[Let’s hear what they have to say.]

[I’m curious now.]

[Let’s see how dorky A-jin sounds.]

[Why does this chat feel like a support group for friendless school nerds? Why am I tearing up?]

“Alright, let’s start with Candidate No. 1.”

The audio clips were all under a minute, so they were quick and easy to listen to.

Starting with Candidate No. 1, the participants’ messages played one after another.

Most of them followed the usual clichés—expressing honor at participating, mentioning how it was a great experience, or confidently stating they aimed to win.

There was one unusual point, though…

[Wait, are they all guys?]

[Why do I smell sweaty dude energy from this?]

[Hey! Stop assaulting my ears with “night-blooming flower” smells!]

[Agreed!]

From Candidates 1 to 6, they were all men.

At first, the chat was calm, but as it became clear that every voice was male, people started to stir.

And then came the last participant, Candidate No. 7.

‘A-jin.’

Arguably the most talented among the seven finalists, A-jin was definitely a top contender for victory.

I, too, was curious about their voice.

Thinking nothing could go wrong, I hadn’t reviewed the audio beforehand.

And then…

“Um… uh…”

A hesitant, soft, and young-sounding female voice played.

I unconsciously widened my eyes.

‘It was a woman?’

[She’s a woman!?]

[LOL, after all those deep male voices, my ears feel refreshed.]

[Let’s goooo! Winner, incoming!]

[Wow, A-jin’s not just a skilled editor but also a cute girl…]

While the chat exploded with excitement, “I’m better than everyone else… all of you are just… losers.”

[YES!]

[Vote for her, brothers! A-jin-sama, take my poll vote!]

[Kawaii…]

[Pat, pat her on the head…]

[Wow, these sweaty losers are now acting like weebs.]


[Sweaty losers and weebs are basically the same thing.]

[Can you ban these degenerates, please?]

[Hey now, more is better when it comes to cute voices.]

Cheers filled the chat as it overflowed with enthusiasm for the unexpected revelation.



 
  Chapter 50: A controversial issue has arisen


“Why did you say that back then…?”

“Uh, w-well, that…”

“Feel free to just speak openly…”

“Y-yes, um…”

A quiet neighborhood café, particularly a secluded spot.

For a moment, Da-young congratulated herself on picking a spot that wouldn’t draw attention.


	Heh, look at this, Da-young. What a sight to behold.



The sarcastic comment came from Pepe, observing the situation from her bag.

Frustrated, Da-young took a cold shot of her Americano in one gulp.

‘To what extent? Let’s say it was like cancer cells themselves needing chemotherapy after catching cancer.’

‘Seriously, unbelievable.’

Da-young clicked her tongue, recalling yesterday’s grand conclusion to the self-proclaimed “Galaxy’s Strongest Editor Contest.”

‘How did things turn out again?’

At one point, the participants erupted in chaos over a single comment from the infamous A-jin Editor.

[DynamicRodong donated 5,000 won!

-A-jin, you dumb [censored], who do you think you are calling me trash? Where do you even live?]

[Wow, called trash, lololol.]

[Isn’t A-jin beyond redemption?]

[DynamicRodong, which number are you, anyway?]

[This is full-blown drama.]

[Editors battling it out among themselves… magnificent.]

While watching Friede’s stream, another editor even sniped at A-jin with a donation, turning the whole thing into a complete mess.

After all, these editors are people who’ve honed their video editing skills through blood, sweat, and tears in the competitive industry.

At least for those who made it to the finals—except for A-jin—they weren’t the kind to be dismissed as amateurs by a young girl.

They carried a sense of pride about their work in the field.

Naturally, comments crossing the line, especially from competitors, were unacceptable.

“Okay, everyone, please calm down.”

Clap! Clap!

With a sharp clap, Friede caught everyone’s attention.

Friede didn’t ban A-jin or the unknown editor who had sniped at her, nor did they impose penalties.

After all, it was a competition, and they felt a bit of provocation was tolerable. 

It wasn’t outright profanity.

“Alright, we’ll start the voting now. It’s 7 minutes past the hour, so voting will begin at 10 minutes and end at 20 minutes.”

[Exciting.]

[Loading the bullets.]

“Duplicate votes won’t count, so our host will filter them.”

“Here we go!”

“Who are you voting for?”

[Hold on, don’t spoil it!]

[It’ll all be revealed through the missions anyway.]

[But who’ll win first place?]

[No idea.]

[Probably one of 1, 5, 6, or 7.]

[But 3 isn’t bad either.]

The time was nearing.

Friede glanced at the viewer count panel.

Currently, 18,687 live viewers.

‘Huh, we’ve passed 10,000 viewers already.’

Immersed in managing the stream, Friede often forgot to check the live viewer count.

‘This needs some control.’

If left unchecked, the mission voting could descend into utter chaos.

To prevent disaster, Friede adjusted the upper limit for mission votes and disabled multiple entries for the same mission, then started prepping.

“It’s 10 minutes now. Let’s begin voting. Everyone, submit your missions.”

As soon as the clock struck 10, Friede activated the timer.

The camera focused on the timer for transparency.

***

[YoungNoonaAndOldDongsaeng donated 10,000 won!

-Vote for No. 4!]

[BearSoupIngredientPuu donated 10,000 won!

-Vote for No. 7!]

[ZekeCarterBelt donated 10,000 won!

-Vote for No. 7!]

[MidrEatingNoona donated 10,000 won!

-Vote for No. 6!]

[CustomerKOUntilTheEnd donated 10,000 won!

-Vote for No. 1!]

The mission messages rolled in one after another.

Because the notification sound had been muted in advance, there were no noise disturbances.

Although the mission amounts for votes weren’t exorbitant, the speed at which the mission window moved to the next page was intense.

With the votes updating in real time, neither Friede nor the viewers had any idea which editor would take first place.

The uncertainty only heightened the curiosity of those watching.

[DynamicRodong donated 10,000 won!

-Vote for No. 4!]

[Wait, was Rodong number 4?]

[Lololol.]

[Raise four, comrades!]

[RIP.]

[Well, number 4’s video was well-made, at least.]

As the situation grew more amusing, Friede suppressed a chuckle.

The viewers, sharp-eyed as hawks, spotted the vote from DynamicRodong—the same person who had sniped at A-jin through donations—and swarmed the chat with playful banter.

It was remarkable how they caught the constantly changing mission message in real time.

“Alright, that’s it. Voting is now closed. Thank you for your efforts. Before we announce the results, I have a few things to say.”

As the timer signaled the end of the 10-minute voting period, Friede closed the mission window.

With only the tallying left, Friede smiled warmly at everyone and spoke.

“First, I’d like to thank all the editors who participated in this contest. Honestly, I wish I could select all of you, but unfortunately, that’s not possible. If there’s another opportunity in the future, I’ll be sure to reach out again.”

This is how things often go.

When something you’ve poured your heart into doesn’t pan out, the disappointment can be overwhelming.

The aftermath of failure in creative pursuits can linger for months, such is the weight of this work.

Adding to the sting was the pre-announcement that the rewards would be far higher than the usual pay for editors.

But the participants had shown such dedication.

It wouldn’t feel right not to give some words of encouragement to those who didn’t make it.

Deep down, Friede silently wished for the best in their future endeavors.

Sipping what remained of a now-cold coffee, Friede continued their thanks.

“And to all the viewers who participated in the voting, thank you as well. This contest was so lively and successful thanks to your support. Through this, I’ve realized how much love this stream receives… I’ll do my best to keep improving.”

[Noona… as long as you’re happy.]

[‘Happy,’ not ‘happens,’ you idiot.]

[Yeah… that’s all that matters.]

[Why’s the mood getting like this?]

[Why do my eyes feel stuffy…?]

[I’m witnessing the tears of a generation.]

Riding the gentle wave of emotion in the air, Friede began tallying the results.

‘Still, there are hundreds of votes.’

So many people participated. 

Truly, it was something to be grateful for.

After tweaking the panel, the results were immediately displayed.

The viewers eagerly watching the broadcast finally saw the outcome.

The grand winner was…

“A-jin!”

The controversial female editor who had disparaged every other contestant as amateurs.

She clinched first place with nearly double the votes of the runner-up.

[A-jin-kun, you did it.]

[Mom always believed in you.]

[She only won because she’s a woman, right? Disgusting.]

[Lmao, old dudes pretending to be moms is peak cringe.]

[If the margin’s double, maybe she had a point about amateurs.]

It really was a significant difference.

Even Friede hadn’t expected the gap to be so wide.

It showed just how much A-jin’s video had resonated with the viewers.

Or perhaps, her adorable yet somehow infuriating voice from earlier had played a part.

Whatever the case, it was a surprising result.

And now, it was time to wrap things up.

“To everyone who participated in the voting, I’ll be sending out pizza gift cards to all of you. Initially, I planned to reward only those who voted for the winner, but given everyone’s enthusiasm, I’ve decided to include everyone. Also, for the editors who unfortunately didn’t make it, I’ll be sending special gifts to show my appreciation. Thank you for making time in your busy schedules to make this contest shine.”

[Yesss! Free pizza, let’s go!]

[Our Friede is so generous.]

[She’s loaded, huh?]

[Even if she wasn’t rich, she’d make money in no time. No worries there.]

[The custom model she’s using screams money. This checks out.]

Amid the excitement over free pizza, it seemed like the contest was reaching its conclusion.

“A-jin, if you’re watching right now—oh, you’re here.”

Spotting A-jin’s username among the participant list, Friede casually called out.

“Congratulations, A-jin! Would you like to share a few words?”


	A-jin: Yes…..



Her message was oddly full of unnecessary ellipses.

When A-jin joined using the pre-generated voice chat code, the viewers erupted in cheers.

They had been waiting, already smitten by her shy yet adorable voice.

And let’s not forget, this was the same girl who had boldly called other editors amateurs.

Everyone was curious about what she might say next.

That’s when it happened.

[DynamicRodong donated 5,000 won!

– A-jin, you [censored]! Congrats on first place, but calling us amateurs was crossing the line. Apologize.]

DynamicRodong’s sharp rebuke echoed through the stream in a robotic tone.

‘Ah, so he really is an editor.’

[Lol, Rodong was sulking.]

[Friede said she’s giving out gifts, so cheer up, comrade.]

[What other streamer would be this generous?]

[That’s probably why he’s mad. The girl who mocked him as an amateur is now sitting pretty at the top.]

[True, that must sting. Lolol.]

As DynamicRodong’s presence reignited the mood, a sudden sound interrupted.

“Mi… Mi…”

A hesitant voice rang out, cutting through the noise.

It was A-jin.

[‘Mi’?]

[Is she going to say sorry?]

[Well, yeah, calling people amateurs was a bit much.]

[Guys, don’t cry when A-jin apologizes.]

Teasing her lightly, everyone waited for her next words.

Then, in a voice somewhere between a whisper and a shout, A-jin’s words reverberated through the stream.

“Crazy editors! You’re all amateurs anyway!”

― A-jin has left the room.

What remained was a collective silence from the viewers and participants alike.


[DynamicRodong donated 5,000 won!

-I can’t believe I lost to this mess.]

With DynamicRodong’s silent cry of frustration, an awkward hush settled over Friede’s stream.

That day, a new controversy entry was added to the Friede Wiki.



 
  Chapter 51: Are you going to meet them again?


[Soul Warfare Gallery]

[Featured Posts Board]

[Wow, Friede’s buzz is off the charts, damn.] 

[Is the speed of the Grass Wiki controversy updates for real?]

[Friede, you damn brat, explain yourself!] 

[If you think Friede is the problem, give this a like.] 

[Wow, Friede’s buzz is off the charts, damn.]

Author: Slim Guy

“Haha, she takes out a challenger gatekeeper right after debuting, and now she’s ready to throw down with her editor?”

[Insert meme of Friede glaring at the editor’s sudden behavior]

“What’s with the buzz, just five days into her stream? At this rate, if they meet in person, they’ll probably end up yanking each other’s hair.”

User Comments:

ZikGarnerbelt: “The sun’s always been the king of attention, haha. It’s surrounded by orbiting stars year-round.”

L__: “Isn’t this guy one of those sweaty fans living in Friede’s chat?”

Loo: “Sun, my butt! It’s more like a black hole sucking everything in.”

Loo: “Friede’s stream is a void where anything fits, you know what I mean.”

[Is the speed of the Grass Wiki controversy updates for real?]

Author: NN

“These crazy people have been fighting for 15 hours straight without sleep. Are you guys okay? How do you even function in real life, you crazy fans? The unbreakable shield fans versus the unstoppable haters—it’s like watching a battle that makes you clench everything.”

User Comments:

OO: “They’re savage. Absolutely savage.”

BribedOrc: “Well, that’s how our hardcore fans roll.”

MidyrWhoEatsWomen: “Too invested, haha.”

OO: “Live in the real world, you jerks. Stop breaking your mom’s back.”

NaKooNaKoo: “Don’t worry, I’m employed, and my mom’s spine is perfectly fine.”

***

[If you think Friede is the problem, give this a like.]

Author: NaKooNaKoo

“If they were going to hire an editor, they should’ve done it quietly instead of holding some flashy contest. All this mess just to create stream content—what a disaster.”

User Comments:

OO: “Nope. My sister’s not at fault. It’s all the editor’s fault.”

NaKooNaKoo: “Yeah, right.”

Yululi: “If you’re salty, maybe pick better editors next time.”

BoaSnakeMind: “Lololol.”

***

The chaos in the forums was never-ending. 

Arguments burned hotter than ever, with no signs of stopping.

“Wow….”

As Dayoung read through the comments, she couldn’t help but be overwhelmed. 

She sighed, pressed the back button, and turned her gaze to Sehee, who was sipping coffee absentmindedly at their table.

“Unni.”

“Hm?”

“I’m not really your manager, am I?”

Sehee hesitated, unable to deny it outright. 

She smiled awkwardly.

‘How could she?’ This was her first time dealing with hiring an editor, and she desperately needed help from someone experienced.

As a five-day-old rookie streamer, Sehee was still learning the ropes and needed someone like Dayoung to act as her bodyguard and pseudo-manager.

“Well, based on skills alone, the editor is decent.”

Dayoung didn’t wait for a response, turning her attention back to her phone and skimming through the editor’s profile.

“Their portfolio looks like a solid S-tier gacha pull—skill-wise, at least.”

“Skill-wise?”

“Of course. You know what I mean. That last video was a shocker.”

Sehee nodded, sipping her syrup-loaded latte as she glanced around the café.

It was a small, cozy shop tucked into a quiet neighborhood corner. 

Their table, in a hidden corner, felt comfortably private.

With lunchtime rush hour over, the only person inside besides them was the owner. 

It felt almost like they had rented out the place.

“The reason for this outing?” 

“To finalize a contract with an editor who called themselves Ajin.”

The editor had initially declined but eventually agreed, likely unable to resist Sehee’s persistence.

“What kind of person would they turn out to be?” Sehee’s curiosity grew.

“You can’t fully assess someone just from their profile,” Da-young remarked, lightly tapping her phone screen.

“Editors process the videos their clients provide. Naturally, a lot of communication is involved, so it’s crucial to see if you work well together.”

“Like… dealing with trolls in a game?”

“That’s a bit extreme, but the sentiment’s similar. You want a good teammate in a game, right? It’s the same with work.”

Da-young sipped her coffee, the memory of yesterday’s incident replaying in her mind.

“Unni, you saw it live, didn’t you? You heard what that editor said at the end.”

Originally, Da-young had planned to tell Sehee not to hire such an editor.

But she thought it’d be better to meet them first and then wait for Sehee’s decision.

That’s how Da-young sorted out her thoughts.

“Well… it wasn’t exactly normal, was it?”

Even Sehee had to admit the editor’s behavior didn’t look great.

Still, the editor was selected through an elaborate contest, so cutting ties immediately wasn’t an option.

They were going to work together closely as partners, and meeting face-to-face was essential before making any decisions.

If the editor were to be let go, it wouldn’t be too late to decide after knowing more about them.

This meeting was the perfect opportunity to figure out the editor’s true character.

“Da-young, I finished the cookies.”

“Seriously? You’re on your fifth one already. Who do you think you are?”

“Before I make a mess in my bag, hurry and get me something tasty!”

“Geez, unbelievable.”

Da-young sighed as she watched Sehee eat cookie after cookie with impressive appetite.

‘How does such a small body even fit all that food?’

At this rate, it seemed like Sehee was planning to annihilate every cookie in the café.

When Da-young brought the extra cookies over to their table, Sehee’s hand slyly reached out and grabbed them all.

“What if the editor doesn’t meet your expectations?”

“Well… I’ll probably pick another one. I was planning to contact the next candidate in line from the contest votes anyway.”

It didn’t seem like she was particularly attached to this editor.

‘That’s reasonable.’

This incident was more of a broadcasting mishap than some malicious act by the streamer Friede.

The issue would die down soon enough.

‘After all, didn’t the viewers who voted enjoy a ton of pizza gift cards?’

***

-Ding!

The doorbell rang, and the sound of someone approaching made both Sehee and Da-young look toward the entrance.

Standing there was…

“Unni, is that… them?”

A strange figure entered, their cap pulled low over their face, the hood of their hoodie covering it further, with their head hunched down like a turtle.

They looked suspicious, to say the least.

“Maybe?”

Sehee shrugged casually, showing little concern.

She wasn’t entirely sure, but there was one way to find out.

-Are you here?

She sent a message to the contact she’d been given.

And just as she sent it—

-Buzz!

The figure at the door looked at their phone.

Sehee smiled knowingly.

“They’re here.”

Bingo.

“So, about what you said back then…”

“Uh, well… that is…”

“You can just speak comfortably.”

“Y-yes…”

Da-young, feeling frustrated, downed her iced coffee in one go.

Meanwhile, the person in front of them fidgeted with their untouched cup of coffee, lightly tapping it nervously.

Now that they were here in person, Sehee finally learned the name of her potential—though possibly replaceable—editor.

Despite their hesitation, they eventually managed to introduce themselves.

Their name was Ryu Ajin, and they were 20 years old.

‘Ajin… Is that why their username is A-jin?’

For an editor, their age seemed… no, it was definitely too young.

Sehee had assumed anyone with such skills would be in their late twenties at least.

Despite the immature behavior they had shown on stream, Ajin’s appearance was unexpectedly charming.

They had a bright and youthful vibe that easily made people feel a sense of protectiveness.

If Da-young’s energy was lively and cheerful, Ajin gave off the impression of a fragile, innocent child.

It was a rare feeling to get from someone in this line of work.

“Um… It’s not like I did that because I wanted to… It just happened suddenly…”

Ajin stammered, their wide, darting eyes making them look almost terrified.

‘It’s rude to think this, but they seem so pitiful with their head hanging down like that.’

-Tap, tap.

Da-young nudged Sehee with her elbow and gave her a look.

-“Are you really going to hire them?”

From her expression, it was clear Da-young thought this might be a bad idea.

Based on the criteria she had mentioned earlier, Ajin seemed like someone who’d be difficult to work with.

But Sehee thought it’d be a waste to end the interview like this.

“Hmm…”

If the issue was Ajin’s apparent nervousness, then maybe…

“Ajin, could you hold out your hand for a moment?”

“Huh? Uh, what for…?”

“It’s nothing. They say shaking hands can help calm your nerves. You seem a little tense, so I thought this might help you feel better.”

Taking a breath, Sehee spoke gently, watching as Ajin hesitated to even meet her eyes.

“Does that sound too sudden?”

“N-no, it’s fine. Um, okay…”

After hesitating for a moment longer, Ajin finally seemed to steel themselves.

They squeezed their eyes shut as though making a bold decision and reached out their hand.

This was Friede.


She was stunningly beautiful, and Ajin had been taken aback when they first saw her in person.

They had thought they’d be scolded for their outburst during the stream, but Friede was making a surprising effort to keep the conversation light.

As Ajin’s hand touched hers, they couldn’t help but feel surprised.

Ajin’s eyes widened in shock as they looked at Sehee.



 
  Chapter 52: This… is a catfight?


“Ah, I’m sorry for the late introduction. I’m Ji Sehee.”

After introducing herself, Sehee turned her head toward the member beside her.

“And this is Park Dayoung. She’s an acquaintance of mine and works as a streamer under the name Forming.”

“Nice to meet you.”

“Ah, yes.”

While listening to the two women introduce themselves, Ajin tilted her head at a strange sensation in her hand.

‘What is this refreshing feeling that’s filling my heart?’

“Ajin?”

“Ah, yes!”

“You were zoning out suddenly.”

“No, it’s nothing. I’m fine.”

‘Wait, what is this? Did I just speak normally?’

Ajin covered her open mouth with her right hand and looked down at her left hand, which was holding Sehee’s.

A hand as pure and white as freshly fallen snow was holding hers, as if pulling her out of a deep swamp.

‘No way… Did holding her hand really make me feel better?’

‘That can’t be…’

‘If simply holding someone’s hand could calm one’s mind, wouldn’t depression have disappeared from the world long ago?’

“Could it be because I held your hand? I’m sorry.”

As soon as Sehee let go, Ajin’s heart sank like a stone.

It felt as if her chest was being crushed by the weight of despair, akin to pouring ink into an empty cup until it overflowed.

Moments ago, she had been like a healthy tree basking in sunlight, but now, deprived of light, she began to wither.

The creeping peak of anxiety and the rising nausea brought on by her aversion to others overwhelmed her.

‘When was I ever not like this?’ she tried to console herself, but having experienced such profound tranquility moments ago, her mind desperately craved it again.

‘Crave? What am I even wanting?’

As she asked herself this, her gaze fixed on Sehee’s hand.

“No, it’s just… uh!”

Unable to endure any longer, Ajin instinctively grabbed Sehee’s hand again.

Warmth flowed through the contact, spreading throughout her body.

This comforting sensation—was this what a world without anxiety felt like?

***

As Ajin relished the newfound peace, a rough hand yanked Sehee’s away.

“Hey! What do you think you’re doing?”

Unable to watch any longer, Dayoung intervened.

This was ridiculous—someone so brazen and shameless, as if they could do whatever they wanted.

‘Where does she get the nerve to grab my sister’s hand when even I haven’t held it so boldly!’

“Uh, wh-what? You…”

“Hah!”

Now Ajin even resorted to speaking informally, her words stammering like a lost child.

Dayoung scoffed at the sight, utterly unimpressed.

“You don’t even know how far you’ve crossed the line, do you? What’s with you fiddling with our Sehee’s hand?”

“Se-Sehee… held my hand… first…”

“And if she pulled away because it felt awkward, shouldn’t you at least ask again? What’s with the sudden grabbing?”

Dayoung continued her tirade, her words rapid-fire, but when she glanced at her sister, an unusual expression on Sehee’s face caught her attention.

“Sehee. Snap out of it.”

“Hm? Oh, uh…”

‘What’s with that dazed look?’

“And why are you just standing there doing nothing?”

“N-no, it’s nothing.”

‘Is she seriously flustered just because someone grabbed her hand out of the blue? That can’t be it… right?’

Just as Dayoung was about to question her further, Ajin, who had lowered her head, mumbled something.

“I just… remembered…”

The voice came from Ajin, still looking down.

“That… awful… no-name… streamer… you…”

[Hah! This is self-destruction at its finest!]

Dayoung’s mind buzzed with Pepe’s sarcastic commentary.

Meanwhile, Sehee furrowed her brow as the café’s small and usually quiet space amplified the commotion.

“Dayoung. Calm down.”

“Sister!”

Dayoung protested, but Sehee, now wearing a frosty expression, spoke again.

“Enough.”

***

Startled by her sister’s uncharacteristic tone, Dayoung hesitated for a moment before sitting back down with a huff.

“Tsk!”

Her sulking and exaggerated click of the tongue were unmistakable signs of her annoyance.

Sehee decided she’d make amends with her sister later, but for now, her attention was on Ajin.

“Ajin, I think you should apologize to Dayoung.”

“Ugh, y-yes. I’m sorry.”

[Sure, sure. Go work things out with my sister.]

Dayoung barely acknowledged the apology, dismissively waving it off.

‘No point in arguing further—it’ll only waste my energy and upset my sister.’

As the tension subsided, the conversation returned to its original topic.

“Ajin, if holding my hand makes it easier for you to talk, you can keep holding it.”

“O-okay. Then, excuse me…”

The moment Sehee gave her approval, Ajin grabbed her hand eagerly, her expression lighting up like someone under a spell.

She wore such an odd smile that it seemed as if she were addicted to some drug, but if it helped her, so be it.

Sometimes, small sacrifices were necessary to maintain a functional conversation.

“Now, back to the main point. Could you explain why you acted that way?”

“Ah, well… I can talk fine now, but… I have a mental condition. Usually, I can’t even speak in front of people, and when I get too scared, I have episodes where I act impulsively… I’m so sorry…”

“Hm, but you’re okay now, right?”

“Yes, holding your hand makes everything okay. Your hand is like a healing touch~.”

‘Healing touch? Really?’

‘Wait, is this about a light punch from a fighting game or something?’

“Why? Are you planning to hit my sister’s face with a ‘light punch’ too?”

As always, even the interjections sounded pathetic, just like her nickname.

“Ugh.”

Dayoung’s grumble was met with nothing but Ajin’s carefree laughter.

“Hmm. If you’re hired as an editor, the contract will include a base salary, along with a revenue share from the channel. Details can be negotiated, but this is the general idea. Does that sound acceptable?”

“Yes, of course! No editor would turn down such terms.”

Ajin nodded vigorously, her enthusiasm apparent even in her exaggerated gestures.

‘Wow, now she’s practically climbing up her wrist!’

“Normally, we’d finalize the contract and get to work, but as you know, Ajin, you caused a broadcasting accident yesterday, and public opinion isn’t great. So…”

Sehee paused and casually glanced at Ajin’s expression.

The confusion and anxiety that had been evident earlier were completely gone, replaced by bright, lively eyes.

After gathering her thoughts, Sehee smiled softly at the eager editor in front of her.

“Would you be able to film an apology video for my channel? Your face would, of course, remain anonymous.”

“An apology… video?”

“Yes. As you know, a streamer’s public image is important. Since you caused a controversy, it’s essential to resolve it properly. What do you think?”

‘Now, what would her response be?’

This wasn’t just an ordinary apology—it was an apology video. 

Even Sehee found the request to be unusually demanding.

‘Who would want their apology immortalized on the internet? Even hearing the request would likely be unpleasant for most people.’

Still, Sehee believed Ajin’s response to this would serve as an important indicator of whether or not she should be hired.

‘Would Ajin take responsibility for her actions, or would she avoid reality?’ Sehee was curious to find out.

Besides…

‘There’s something about this girl.’

While holding Ajin’s hand earlier, Sehee’s well-honed intuition had detected… something.

Ajin, looking slightly dazed, asked cautiously, “If I make the apology video… can I see you often, Sehee?”

“For work meetings, as often as needed.”

At Sehee’s confirmation, Ajin’s face lit up with excitement.

“I’ll do it right away! If you want me to kneel naked while doing it, I’ll do that too!”

Sehee’s eyes widened in surprise, as did Dayoung’s, who had been glaring at Ajin moments earlier.

This girl had a startling sense of responsibility.

***

After exchanging contact information and parting ways with Ajin, Sehee stretched, relieving the tension in her muscles.

Now that the editor issue was settled, an odd sense of boredom crept in, making her wonder if she should skip her evening stream altogether.

“Hey, was it you who changed that editor so much, sis?”

Dayoung, glancing at Sehee, asked nonchalantly.

Sehee chuckled softly.

“Yes, it was.”

“You must like her, huh?”

“Hmm, who knows.”

Based on first impressions alone, there was nothing to particularly like or dislike about Ajin.

She was a socially awkward loner with communication issues. 

If she had shown even the slightest sign of backing out, Sehee would’ve scrapped the deal entirely.

But…

“Dayoung.”

“Yeah?”

“Didn’t you feel something about Ajin?”

“Feel something? Like what?”

As expected, Dayoung hadn’t noticed anything. 

Ajin hadn’t seemed particularly aware of Dayoung either.

This connection… it felt like it might turn out to be deeper than expected.

“Anyway, sis, excuse me for a moment.”

“Huh?”

Without warning, Dayoung slipped her arm through Sehee’s, linking them together.

Sehee tilted her head in confusion as Dayoung held up her smartphone and took a selfie.

“What’s this about?”

“Hehe…”

***

Meanwhile, in her room, Ajin was rolling around on her bed, clutching a teddy bear and giggling uncontrollably.

She had officially become the editor for Friede’s channel!

How could she not be happy?

The conditions Sehee had proposed were incredibly generous. 

If she worked well as an editor, she could enjoy a sweet, fulfilling life.

But that wasn’t all.

“Ji Sehee…”

She whispered the name, sucking on her fingers as if savoring the taste.

The same fingers that had touched Ji Sehee’s hand just hours ago still retained its warmth. 

Ajin couldn’t forget the peaceful feeling from that moment.

‘There’s something special about her,’ Ajin was convinced.

But she didn’t feel anxious. Why would she?

“I’m a hero, after all.”

‘How could someone who healed a hero’s heart be anything but good?’

It was an emotional yet simple conclusion, but Ajin trusted her instincts.

Ji Sehee was undoubtedly someone worth believing in.

Besides, anyone who saw her would agree—she practically radiated reliability.

“Now… we’ll meet often, right? Of course we will.”

As her editor, she’d have plenty of chances for client meetings.

If she showed enthusiasm, Sehee would surely be pleased. 

Yes, that had to be true.

‘Maybe I could even participate in video planning… or get a cameo appearance on the stream. What if we went camping together? A car-camping broadcast is trendy these days. Sehee and I, grilling meat under the stars…’

As Ajin indulged in her happy daydreams, her desk suddenly vibrated with an incoming message.

-Bzz!

‘Who could it be? Is it Sehee?!’

Her anticipation was quickly dashed when she saw it was from an unknown number.

‘Spam?’

Frowning, Ajin opened the message, only to be met with a picture of a short-haired woman.

It was Ji Sehee’s acquaintance, Park Dayoung.

The photo showed Dayoung linked arm-in-arm with Sehee, a smug look on her face.


Below the image was a simple caption:

[You’re the real nobody~]

“Ugh!”

Furious, Ajin threw her teddy bear across the room.



 
  Chapter 53: I need to get closer


“Ajin, you might be a Hero.”

“What?!”

Her reaction was undeniably intense, even though it wasn’t the first time she’d heard about heroes.

‘Could my words really be that shocking?’

Looking at Da-young, who dropped her cake in a panic, I was convinced she was overwhelmed.

“Geez! Da-young, you’re so clumsy.”

Pepe grumbled as he grabbed a napkin to wipe the corner of Da-young’s mouth.

It was one of those rare moments when Pepe seemed mature—maybe even the first time.

Back to the point: the person I suspected to be a Hero was Ajin, the editor I recently hired.

“I realized it earlier today when we were holding hands. That editor, Ajin, is one of us.”

“You can tell just by holding hands?”

“Well, you figured it out by looking at the Switch channel playlist.”

“Haha, Bitch Sehee was right.”

“Though I almost overlooked it because of how timid she seemed, there was a strange sensation when our hands touched—like a tickle in my nerves.”

“At first, I didn’t know what it was, but after some thought, it made sense.”

“It was the same feeling I had on the day Forming first discovered her stream.”

“So, are you going to ask her directly?”

“I don’t know… Should I?”

“If she really is a Hero in trouble, I’ll have to help her.”

“Saving Heroes!”

‘That was one of the few resolutions I made when I returned to this world.’

‘Didn’t I already contact Da-young and lift Hako’s curse?’

“Even you two thought Ajin wasn’t exactly normal, right?”

“Well…”

“She was a complete loner. Stammering and mumbling every word… Haha!”

Da-young hesitated, trying to sugarcoat her words, while Pepe added her signature snark.

Though their tones differed, their meaning was the same.

It was a clue for how to approach her.

“The power I used earlier has a calming effect. Originally, it’s meant to protect allies’ mental states, but that’s not important. What matters is that Ajin seemed overly fixated on the power I showed.”

“Wait, Sehee… Don’t tell me you’re planning…”

“Exactly.”

I nodded at Pepe’s guess.

Asking her outright, “Are you a Hero?” would probably yield no meaningful answer.

The atmosphere would turn awkward, and worst-case scenario, she’d think I was crazy.

Instead, I needed to create a situation where she’d confess on her own.

The method was…

“Ajin…”

I sipped some water and spoke calmly.

“I’ll train her.”

‘Ah, was that phrasing too harsh?’

Seeing Da-young freeze like she’d seen Medusa, I began second-guessing myself.

I might need to clarify.

“Don’t misunderstand. It’s not what you think.”

They seemed to be imagining something weird, but I meant nothing inappropriate.

“She seems pretty dependent on me already, as you saw earlier. I’ll take it slow, build trust, and when we’re close enough, I’ll ask her gently.”

“Ugh, what a letdown.”

“Phew, thank goodness.”

Pepe grumbled in disappointment, while Da-young sighed in relief.

“So they really had weird ideas. Ugh, such dirty minds.”

Da-young tilted her head in thought before cautiously speaking up.

“What if she isn’t a Hero? Or what if she is?”

“If she’s not, then that’s that. If she is, I’ll figure out her problem and solve it.”

“I see… Okay.”

Though she smiled faintly, Da-young didn’t seem like she wanted to probe further.

‘She’d tell me when she was ready, I guess.’

‘Well, let’s wrap this up for now.’

“By the way… What time is it?”

It felt like I’d been stuck on this for ages.

I instinctively checked my smartphone.

6:30 PM.

I was already 30 minutes late for the stream I’d announced today.

Oh no!

***

[Host, open the damn stream already!]

[The most tardy woman of the year, crowned by TIME.]

[It’s just one day late, calm down.]

[Already acting smug like she’s all that, huh?]

[Teehee, Mommy, we’re 30k viewers strong. Take care of your babies!]

[The babies are dead.]

[The White Horse Necromancer revived us as zombies.]

[Tonight, the hunt for Freedah begins.]

[At least put up an announcement, Sensei!]

[Sis ㅠㅠ I waited for your first live stream all day ㅠㅠ]

[What the heck? Where’d this greasy old hag come from?]

[Algorithm brought her in, didn’t it?]

[These newcomers are already acting up—spit on them!]

The chat was in chaos, even with me being just an hour late.

Strangely, there was a sense of disconnection and a prickling sensation on the back of my neck—a sign things weren’t going smoothly.

It was… unsettling.

I logged into my channel using a secondary ID and saw that everyone was eagerly watching the waiting screen for the stream to start.

At this point, it felt more like covert surveillance. With their skills, they could easily snipe other streams.

It was the calm before the storm.

The moment I opened the metaphorical door, hordes of zombies would flood in. 

But for now, it was an odd standoff, separated by the closed door, unable to recognize each other.

However, the door wouldn’t stay closed forever. 

It was destined to become an automatic door when the time came.

Preparing myself to face the zombie horde, I quickly fortified my defenses from the survivor’s perspective.

And then…

***

―The stream has started.

The moment I flipped the stream switch to “on,” a tidal wave of viewers flooded in, making the stream lag.

With every tool at my disposal—follower-only mode, a two-minute chat limit, and extreme slow mode—I launched a counteroffensive.

When the slow mode was dialed to an extreme, the zombies flailed in the frozen chat window, their momentum slowly waning.

‘This should be manageable now.’

Once communication became feasible…

“Hello, everyone. Welcome to day six of Friede’s stream.”

I opened the broadcast with my usual intro.

[Finally! Friede’s here, even though she’s super late!]

“Sorry for the delay. Something came up on my end.”

[Noona, why not apply for a Switch panel board now?]

[You seem to focus only on YouTube. Shouldn’t you pay attention to your main channel on Switch?]

[If you set up a notice board, you could post announcements early.]

“A panel board? What’s that?”

[What does she even know?]

[Molu~]

[She’s clueless about anything besides Soul Warfare massacres.]

After hearing my viewers’ explanations and doing a quick search, I realized the panel board function was similar to a community tab on YouTube.

More communication channels were always good.

Even before my otherworldly summoning or return to modern life, I never delved deep into streaming systems.

If I hadn’t chosen to be a streamer, I might have just stuck to watching others.

But as a streamer now, I needed to be ready to connect with my audience.

“Thanks for the suggestion. I’ll set it up after today’s stream.”

[Hahaha, look at this guy grinning over some praise.]

[Hearing her say ‘thank you’ feels so rare and special!]

[Black Ring donated 10,000 won!

-Noona, are you joining the STK Brawl Tournament?]

A donation came in right after the stream began.

Normally, I’d thank the donor and move on, but the topic caught my attention.

“The tournament? I’m not a pro, though. Isn’t STK for professional teams?”

“STK… That’s the team with that franchise star, Warden, right?”

[Do you know anything today? LOL.]

One viewer explained:

[ZiegCarterBelt donated 10,000 won!

-STK runs casual event leagues after their regular season. It’s tradition.]

Ah, an event league run by a pro team. 

That sounded new to me.

[They use it to scout talented amateurs who might join their youth division and even start in the second team.]

[Last year’s STK champion started this way.]

The event league sounded fascinating.

The SCK League for Soul Warfare had apparently already ended. 

That must be why they had time for this.

It had been ages since I played a ranked game or kept up with the league due to streaming and other activities.

Returning to the present…

“Where can I find details about the tournament?”

A viewer answered:

[Check the Soul Warfare Outvent website. There’s a banner for it.]

I visited the site and found the tournament announcement.

It was a one-on-one, single-player format—a pure skill competition without team dependency.

‘This… feels tempting.’

‘The event’s biggest draw?’

‘Lotus.’

STK’s top-tier female gamer and a star challenger, known as “Prima Donna” in Soul Warfare.

This tournament promised a one-on-one match with her for the winner.

“If the schedule works, this could be fun.”

I clicked the link and signed up, ignoring the chat exploding with reactions.

[Noona joined?!]


[Is this Friede VS Lotus in the making?!]

[Calm down! The event hasn’t even started yet.]

With my application confirmed, I leaned back.

Time to bring my A-game.



 
  Chapter 54: Observation and spying are a fine line apart


STK Gaming Team.

The most prestigious esports team in South Korea, carrying decades of history and tradition.

With numerous championship titles across leagues that include Stellar Craft, Legendary Battle, and other genres, STK boasts an unrivaled record.

Especially remarkable is its legacy of producing legendary pro gamers consecutively—a feat unmatched by any other team worldwide.

Through continuous expansion, many new game categories have joined STK as esports titles.

Among them, the current rising star team is undoubtedly the STK Soul Warfare Pro Team.

***

A woman with tousled hair scratched her head as she emerged from her room.

“Looks like I’m first again. Well, as usual.”

Cha Eunha, one of STK’s star players alongside Warden, flopped onto the sofa and gazed blankly out the window.

The sun was still shining brightly.

It was 4 PM.

The schedules of pro players typically started later than those of the average person.

To prepare for evening matches, their biological clocks were optimized accordingly.

It felt like a transformation of the body to suit the job…

Eunha had found it tough to adjust when she first joined the pro team.

Swallowing a small grumble about waking up earlier than usual, she closed her eyes to take a light nap, hoping to calm her groggy mind.

Short naps like this often helped refresh her if she still felt drowsy after waking up.

“Ugh, what a hassle.”

Life feels like ashes—burnt out, insignificant fragments of gray.

‘Is this what the life of a pro is always like?’

As she soothed her languid exhaustion, her unspoken thoughts slipped out unintentionally.

‘But why was no one else showing up today? What about scrims or practice? Why was everyone being so sluggish?’

Just as annoyance started to bubble within her, Eunha realized an important fact.

‘Ah, the season’s over.’

Everyone, except for the manager and coaching staff, must have gone on vacation.

Realizing she was the only one in the dorm, Eunha let out a hollow laugh.

“Well, a space to myself without anyone around. Might as well enjoy the freedom.”

Her drowsy eyes brightened as she got up and stretched.

The stiffness in her muscles and joints cracked noisily, emitting satisfying sounds.

The stretching brought some vitality back to her body and mind.

Too lazy for a full shower, she settled for washing her face.

Emerging from the bathroom, she relished the unusually quiet atmosphere of the dorm.

It was a rare sight.

She grabbed a leftover salad from the fridge to quickly satisfy her hunger.

“What now?”

During the season, she would plan her rest days meticulously, but now that her break had arrived, her mind felt blank.

After thinking for a minute, she decided on one thing: to sit in front of her computer.

“I’ll just surf some links for now. Inspiration will come eventually.”

***

The site she accessed was Soul Warfare Outven’s event category.

If her manager or coach had been around, they would have scolded her to change the design.

The event banner, plastered in dark red, was glaringly eye-catching.

At the top of the category, the massive banner read: “STK Soul Warfare Brawl Tournament.”

This was the reason she had to stay at the dorm despite the vacation season.

Sure, it was all for money, but working while everyone else was on break stirred a subtle irritation in her heart.

“Alright, let’s see what our cute bronze, silver, gold, and platinum-tier participants have been chatting about.”

Even though it was an event, it was hosted by her team.

She was the “final boss” of the event.

The team had advertised heavily that players could face STK’s Yeon-ggot (her alias) in a one-on-one match.

‘Self-searching is mandatory, isn’t it?’

As she entered the discussion board for the event, something caught Eunha’s eye.

***

[Title: Is the Friede VS Yeon-ggot match real? My heart is pounding.] 

[Title: With Friede’s skills, wouldn’t Yeon-ggot struggle? Just my cautious guess.]

[Title: Conclusion: Friede farming hype is all nonsense.] 

[Title: Yeon-ggot—recent form observations.]

[Title: Let’s fight with something other than swords.]

***

“Heh…”

 Friede…

She had heard that name often.

Apparently,  Friede had taken down someone known as the “gatekeeper of Challenger tier.”

‘I wasn’t interested since it happened during the league season.’

The controversy stemmed from accusations of cheating.

By the time Eunha had enough free time to stream, her viewers were already spreading the story, so she couldn’t avoid hearing about it.

‘Let’s see… the buzz.’

A flamboyant custom avatar dripping with money.

Insane physical skills reminiscent of cheating.

A beautiful voice.

‘That’s about it, right?’

Seeing her name in a trending post,  Friede had probably joined the event too.

‘I’ve heard she’s a streamer, but…’

“Alright, let’s check the public sentiment.”

[Is the  Friede VS Yeon-ggot Match Real? My Heart Is Pounding]

“Isn’t this basically the ultimate showdown for Korea’s top female Soul Warfare players?”

“If Friede beats Yeon-ggot, is she looking at a pro debut?”

[SeowitIlNam: “Streamers make more money. Why go pro?]

[fate722: Why? Pros have honor too.]

[GreatSword: The idea that pros are worse off than streamers is outdated. Nowadays, top-tier pros rival or surpass streamers.]

[ToothpickGeneral: Fact: Same goes for streamers.]

***

[With  Friede’s Skills, Could Yeon-ggot Struggle? A Cautious Prediction]

“My sister is the strongest in Korea. She’s going global!”

[ToothpickGeneral: Yeah, right. Think she can even make it to the finals?]

[StreetBeggarGirl: A bunch of amateur elites aiming to go pro will be there. Think it’s possible?]

[SeowitIlNam: Don’t forget top-tier streamers joining for self-promotion. Let’s stop speculating and just watch.]

***

[Let’s Not Fight with Swords—Do Something Else]

“How about  Friede takes off her mask, and she and Yeon-ggot have a swimsuit contest? No fighting needed, and we can cheer for both sides happily.”

[EggLookalike: Fact: This is the truth.]

[ApibellNo: LMAO agreed.]

[GarlicKnight: Let’s reveal Friede’s face while we’re at it. I’m in favor of this.]

[SunlightSaber: Friede, Yeon-ggot… don’t fight. Let’s just watch.]

[StreetBeggarGirl: You idiot, write that in your diary instead.]

***

Despite the chaotic wording here and there, the enthusiasm was undeniable.

A swimsuit contest, though?

Eunha glanced down at her own body.

‘I mean, I’m pretty confident about it.’

It could be fun, after all.

Of course, the team would never approve, but it was still an amusing thought.

Among the many reasons for Yeon-ggot’s top-tier popularity, the most cited were her skill and appearance.

Her Challenger-level skills, often competing for the top rank, combined with her unexpectedly pretty looks for a “game nerd,” had secured her a massive fanbase.

In many ways, Yeon-ggot shared similar traits with  Friede.

 Friede… Whether she could win the event or not remained uncertain.

‘If we do meet…’

It would make for an intriguing match-up.

A “rivalry,” so to speak.

Eunha had always dominated her fellow female pro gamers.

The arrival of a strong new contender stoked her competitive spirit.

The more, the merrier.

Of course, it wasn’t just about Friede. 

Whoever came her way, Eunha had no intention of taking them lightly.

When a pro exposes themselves to amateur matches, it can tarnish their team and personal image if they lose.

That’s why pro gamers approached such matches as a mix of fun events and lighthearted gimmicks.

The only exceptions were Warden—Kim Chanhyuk—and herself.

No matter the opponent, she always gave it her all to win.

That was her motto as a professional.

“Alright!”

The thought fired her up.

With time to spare during her break, she decided to lay down her strategy a new.

Whoever came her way didn’t matter, but the expectations for this user named  Friede were high.

‘In that case…’

Some reconnaissance was necessary.

It was time to check out the much-discussed  Friede’s stream.

Eunha’s wandering mouse finally found a clear target and sped up.

She logged in using her secret account.

As a pro, she was under constant scrutiny, but no one could recognize her second account—known only to herself.

She set the category to Soul Warfare and entered the channel list.

Sorted by viewer count, the familiar name appeared at the very top:

Friede777.

“Wow, already at the top.”

Most pro gamers also doubled as team-affiliated streamers, so Eunha was somewhat familiar with the streaming ecosystem.

With over 20,000 viewers,  Friede was already a top predator in the hierarchy.

“Twenty thousand viewers already?”

For a streamer less than ten days old, the growth seemed excessive.

‘Was there a display error on the app?’

Various thoughts crossed her mind, including a faint hint of envy she didn’t care to admit.

She clicked the stream title.

As ads flashed by,  Friede’s broadcast began.

What greeted Eunha’s eyes was…

“Huh?”

A bizarre figure wrapped in black cloth like a mummy, wearing an odd ninja outfit.

Her chubby, egg-shaped frame was a far cry from the sleek image  Friede’s nickname, “Warrior of Light,” evoked.

In one hand, she held a katana, and in the other, a throwing weapon.

“I’m going for a ninja warrior theme today.”

[Hey, bring back the beach warrior!]

[Sensei, what did we do to deserve this?]

[You jerks must’ve made her mad again. This is your fault.]


The contrast was hilarious.

 Friede’s nimble moves in her “egg roll” ninja attire didn’t align with her reputation at all.

“‘Warrior of Light,’ they said?”

Eunha smirked as she leaned closer to watch.



 
  Chapter 55: The Friedesque Method of Assassination


The Widened Blade

Among katana users, it was one of the most commonly picked weapons.

While there were many weapons in the ever-popular katana category, the “Widened Blade” always stood out as a top-tier choice.

As a 1st-tier weapon, it became excessively popular, to the point where users carrying katanas were mocked among lower-tier players, being called names like “katana-chung” or “Nippon-chung.”

After all, popularity in this game meant that the weapon satisfied both style and practicality far beyond what was needed.

In other words, it was an efficient, cost-effective choice.

It even appeared in matches played by professional STK teams.

‘Why am I rambling about this weapon?’ Well…

***

[Seriously, how did we go from swimsuits to this? SMH.]

[Sensei, isn’t the kunoichi concept a bit too modest?]

[LOL, just slapping a mask on doesn’t make someone a ninja.]

[So wrapping yourself in a log works too?]

[This… is supposed to be a ninja?]

[Ninja attire 101: Bikinis only, am I right?]

[Actually, they’re naked.]

The chaotic reactions in the chat reflected the theme of today’s stream: a ninja concept.

Whether it’s in a hunter story, a tycoon drama, or a sports saga, the name “ninja” always sparks interest, no matter how out of place it seems.

When it comes to ninja weapons, katana is a must.

Shurikens would be ideal, but in Soul Warfare, there aren’t any shurikens—just throwable daggers.

So, I made do with what I had.

After purchasing a ninja costume mod and equipping the katana, the look of an assassin began to emerge.

It was quite different from the Islamic warrior I showcased earlier—this one had a distinctly oriental vibe.

“This has a really cool atmosphere. The combination of an Eastern ninja and a Western castle….”

[Come on, Sensei, stop spewing nonsense.]

[40 votes for the return of the beach warrior concept.]

[Why is there a ninja in a Western castle? Historical accuracy, where? LOL.]

Sadly, not a single person seemed to share my sentiment.

***

The origin of all this started when I was streaming and happened to be browsing community forums about the STK melee tournament.

As always, I decided to stream Soul Warfare.

After all, I wouldn’t look at other games until I had conquered this one.

It was a classic “might as well finish it” kind of mentality.

Stellar Craft felt more like a refresher, not something I’d stick with like Soul Warfare.

Before logging into Soul Warfare from my MS room, I casually remarked:

“Let’s check Outven for a second, shall we?”

[Why Outven all of a sudden?]

[LOL, clueless as always. Didn’t the host apply for the melee tournament yesterday?]

[The audacity to ego-search so boldly… Sensei, you’ve got nerves of steel.]

[Is your thick skin from wearing helmets too much?]

“What, are you embarrassed for me, Friede?”

[N-No, not at all. Do what you want, sis.]

[I’ve already seen it all.]

[I’ve been refreshing every 30 minutes and documenting every reaction.]

[You’re all insane. LOL.]

My casual remark sent the chat into a frenzy of laughter and admiration.

Ego-searching.

What a fantastic term, don’t you think?

By now, I considered myself somewhat of a public figure.

No need for clumsy self-deprecation or false humility anymore.

When you see videos with skyrocketing views, the realization comes whether you like it or not.

“Wow, there’s a lot here.”

The Soul Warfare Outven event category was filled with trending posts.

Hundreds of posts came up when I searched “Friede,” but I didn’t make a big fuss.

By now, I had grown used to it.

‘Oh, woe is me!’

I didn’t see it as a positive change.

Without stimulation, fun and energy fade away.

‘I need more attention.’

‘To what extent?’

‘Well, taking over the Outven main page’s top headlines wouldn’t be bad.’

In that sense, this tournament was a golden opportunity.

STK Melee Tournament.

People simply called it “Melee.”

It wouldn’t be an exaggeration to say that all Soul Warfare players had their eyes on this tournament.

Winning here could unofficially crown someone the best amateur player.

More importantly, facing off against current pro gamers was an enticing bait.

The ultimate spotlight—a feast of attention awaited the winner.

For a streamer, getting this kind of exposure was a rare opportunity.

***

[Antiruru donated 5,000 won! Check out the 5th post from the top, sis.]

“The 5th post?”

‘Did I miss it? What kind of title could it have?’

‘Curious, I scrolled down with my mouse wheel.’

Amid the countless trending posts, one title caught my eye.

Looking at it, I couldn’t help but think, ‘This is a bit odd.’

[Let’s Not Fight With Swords Anymore.]

If they’re not fighting with swords in a Soul Warfare tournament, then what?

The viewers’ reactions were filled with hooks of curiosity, and I couldn’t help but click to see what it was about.

What I found was…

[Let’s Not Fight With Swords Anymore.]

‘How about Friede takes off her helmet and we host a swimsuit contest with Lotus instead?’

No one has to fight.

We can cheer for both sides with pure joy.

[Resembling Egg: Fact: It’s a fact.]

[Apiverno: Yep, I agree.]

[Garlic Knight: Fully support this. Also, Friede face reveal when?]

[Sunlight Sword: Friede… Lotus… Can we just admire instead of fight?]

[Coin Selling Girl: You idiot, keep that nonsense in your notes.]

A swimsuit contest.

Whoever thought of this, I wanted to crack open their skull.

Maybe it was because the targets were me and Lotus, but I couldn’t entirely dismiss it.

Perhaps because of the tournament’s buzz, I ended up seeing real photos of Lotus, the pro gamer.

She was… pretty, I’ll admit.

The audience’s fascination and mystique surrounding me must be due to my appearance, which likely accounts for 90% of their interest.

That’s why people link me with Lotus and spout nonsense like this.

The pairing of a handsome man and a beautiful woman always attracts attention, no matter the context.

I still remember the buzz I caused when I took off my helmet and revealed the back of my head.

But…

[Lotus x Friede forever!]

[I can’t even process this; I’m melting.]

[Friede in a swimsuit and helmet would absolutely wreck me.]

[LMAO.]

[If they both walked out in swimsuits, we’d all pass out.]

[Do you have tissues ready?]

「GomtangIngredientsPuu donated 20,000 won!
-Sis, how about a swimsuit customization?」

I couldn’t let this go any further.

Ignoring both the donation and the chat frenzy, I placed my fingers on the keyboard panel.

Silent but swift, the characters appeared on the screen as I typed.

Once the sentence was complete, I confidently hit the Enter key.

***

[Friede777: Viewers, do you remember the Islamic warrior who forever etched your emotions into history?]

It seems I’m not the only one who needs discipline.

[????]

[What’s that mean, host?]

[No way…?]

[We’re sorry, host! Please stop!]

[Don’t bring back that skin, I beg you!]

***

‘I can control my audience’s emotions.’

Back to the ninja warrior—it’s quite an aesthetic combination, isn’t it?

Unlike the Islamic warrior skin I used previously, this wasn’t a spur-of-the-moment decision.

I inspected the look in a mirror through the camera and found no issues.

The design emphasized sturdiness with several layers of black armor.

It was an expensive purchase from the store, and the quality matched the price.

“Today, we’ll try an assassination playstyle.”

[Didn’t you already do assassinations with the Islamic warrior?]

[Are you messing with us? LMAO.]

[Can you all shut up? You dragged it out last time, too!]

[OMG, I’m watching this live on my day off, and you guys are ruining it with your nonsense.]

[All they care about is swimsuits, huh? Disgusting.]

“Calm down, everyone. This is something I’ve always wanted to try, so let’s just roll with it. You know how it’s better to get the hard part over with first, right?”

[Why not save it for when we can’t watch live?]

[So selfish! I watch every live stream, you jerk!]

[Does the guy above not have a life?]

[Sensei, another assassination? Why repeat content?]

While the core idea remained assassination, the execution would differ slightly.

“This won’t be the same kind of assassination. I’m going to switch things up.”

“That’s right. Assassination doesn’t always have to mean killing the opposing players.”

“Today, I’ll be assassinating something else.”

[???????]

[What nonsense is this?]

[If you’re not assassinating players, then what are you assassinating?]

[You’ve already assassinated us emotionally.]

[Hero of Light down, LOL.]

[You’re expecting too much from a game without team-killing.]

[Are you trolling us, Friede?]

Despite the mixed reactions and hooks, I couldn’t help but sigh.

‘Why limit assassination to opposing team players?’

***

As the game began, I took my usual detour.

Unlike the Islamic warrior era, my movements were even more discreet—pure stealth action.

The difference this time was in my stats.

I minimized HP and maxed out stamina, creating a build that didn’t quite match the ninja archetype.

But it was all for the sake of my plan.

‘Why?’

…Because this time, all movement would involve wall climbing.

Scaling walls made me feel like a true ninja.

To avoid detection by vigilant players, I chose a dark, ribbed black outfit for camouflage.

So long as I stayed careful, I wouldn’t be caught easily.

Suddenly, I sensed movement ahead.

“They’re here.”

I spoke softly to the chat, waiting silently for the right moment.

Perhaps aware of my presence, the opposing team sent three players straight to the detour.

“Was it an attempt to secure the objective through sheer numbers?’

This might amplify the effect of my plan.

[SwordShieldSwag: Friede’s not here. Did she go to another route?]

[SunFlickerKing: LOL, so was all this movement wasted?]

[SwordShieldSwag: Let’s push the high-value objective and finish quickly.]

Without my usual antics of openly disrupting the detour, they seemed confused.

The chat clamored for me to assassinate them, but today’s concept was a “different” assassination.

I held my position, biding my time until they began attacking the objective.

As they eliminated three minions, the medium-tier objective spawned—a heavily armored giant wielding dual claymores.

If this were real life, anyone would have been terrified.

But it’s just a game.

Watching the Grandmaster-tier players swiftly drain its HP made me sigh.

For all its intimidating presence, the objective was disappointingly weak.

‘At least this saved me some time.’

With my right hand, I drew a throwing dagger.

Hitting a vital spot would trigger critical damage, dealing significant damage to players and objectives alike.

Using my left hand and feet, I wedged myself between the bricks, bracing my body.

Slowly, I raised my right hand.

Through an opening in the ceiling, the alluring moonlight streamed in.

When the dagger in my hand pointed toward the moon…

***

A deafening roar echoed across the castle.

In sync with the objective’s scream, I hurled the dagger with all my might.

A decisive throw imbued with the essence of a one-hit kill.

It sliced through the air and tore through space, the dagger gleaming like a shooting star under the moonlight.

Thunk!

Silence fell over everyone as the dagger struck its mark.

Even the chat went quiet.

The only sound was the satisfying score boost for my team, thanks to the final blow on the objective.


“Now you understand, don’t you? This is…”

Smiling behind my mask, I whispered to the chat:

“…what it means to assassinate an objective.”

This… was my assassination.



 
  Chapter 56: People Who Give Generously


[Sword Defense Aura: What the hell, damn it.]

Everyone was stunned when the object, which they had worked so hard to secure, ended up in the hands of the enemy team—specifically, in Friede’s hands.

‘They had been vigilant while hunting the object, so how did this happen?’

[damduk: Everyone, look around!]

[Sun Flicking: I didn’t even see an arrow… How did they land the last hit on the object?]

[Sword Defense Aura: I didn’t see anything! Where did that damn woman grab it from?]

[damduk: If I knew, would I be sitting here like this? Does this game even have invisibility enchantments?]

The decision to concentrate three members in one spot was a calculated response—a strategy formulated quickly as high-tier ranked players to block Friede, despite knowing it would create a temporary gap in their team’s power.

But with the object so easily stolen, their efforts felt utterly in vain, leaving them no better than dogs chasing chickens.

Even as their anger and frustration flared, searching desperately in every direction, there was no sign of Friede. 

Not even a hint.

It was enough to drive them mad.

[Are we seriously going to see another cheating scandal?]

[From the losing team’s perspective, this is a total circus.]

[Honestly, anyone would suspect cheats here.]

[We know it’s not, but what else can they think?]

[This must feel like when hackers shoot through walls and snipe you from the sky in FPS games.]

The chat boiled over, turning into a cauldron of speculation.

Nobody could have guessed that the object could be stolen with a throwable weapon.

Sure, there had been high-profile object steals in the professional scene before.

But those were with conventional weapons—things like high-damage bows for ranged steals.

No one had used something like a low-damage throwable weapon, especially one as absurdly impractical as this.

Even a critical-hit-enhanced dagger couldn’t compare to the damage output of a bow. And yet…

“Throwable weapons don’t even have aim assist.”

Lotus—Eunha—pinpointed the key detail of the play in a daze.

Throwable weapons relied entirely on raw instinct, requiring more physical skill than almost any other weapon in the game.

Yet their payoff rarely matched the effort.

Realizing this, she felt a chill run down her spine.

While clinging to a wall in an unstable position, Friede had targeted a distant object, a nearly impossible target for a throwable weapon, and without any system assistance, landed a perfect, critical hit to secure the last blow.

“What the… Who is this person?”

She’s insanely good.

Eunha had heard rumors about Friede, but she’d thought of her as just another skilled player.

As a female gamer who had fought her way to the top despite the stigma of being labeled a “proxy player,” Eunha had always relied on her own skills to overcome the prejudice.

She’d assumed Friede had done the same.

But now, watching this play, she couldn’t dismiss Friede as merely skilled.

How much focus and reflexes would it take to pull off a move like that? This was art.

‘Is she going to win the free-for-all tournament and end up facing me one-on-one?’

Or worse…

‘What if I lose to her?’

Until now, Eunha had always felt confident, no matter who she faced—even when going head-to-head with Wardyn-Kim Chan Hyuk.

But watching Friede, her confidence wavered for the first time.

As a fellow female gamer, she no longer felt solidarity but an awakened sense of danger.

***

Meanwhile, the game continued at a rapid pace.

Unable to find any trace of Friede, the three players gave up and moved on to hunt the next major object.

Lingering here any longer would only hurt their team, already stretched thin from overcommitting resources.

Their frustration and anger were evident, but they had no choice but to swallow it down and press on.

If Friede had used furniture or columns in the maze to hide, there wasn’t much they could do but accept it and vow to be more thorough next time.

As they approached the next object, their mood shifted.

[damduk: Oh! Looks like we’re in luck.]

[Sun Flicking: Yeah, this guy spawned here.]

[Sword Defense Aura: If we get this, we can make up for some of the damage so far.]

[Sun Flicking: Let’s hurry up and take it down. GG!]

The sight of the object ahead turned their despair into excitement, filling the chat with cheers and whistles.

A grotesque fusion of a saintly priest’s upper body with the lower body of a worm, this was Soul Warfare’s flagship object.

Securing it granted top-tier effects in the current meta, and its appearance instantly erased any memory of their earlier loss.

[Sword Defense Aura: I’ll keep watch and provide cover. Take that thing down quickly.]

Fearful that Friede might snipe the last hit again, one player took on both guarding and scouting duties while the others focused on the hunt.

The boss wielded a staff forged of fire and darkness, its swings corrupting and incinerating everything in the vicinity.

Meanwhile, a rain of arrows poured from above, and the boss’s massive body teleported with startling agility, throwing the players into chaos.

This encounter, an arranged version of the boss from the story mode, was truly brutal.

Taking only light actions to fend off enemies with auxiliary equipment, Sword Defense Aura focused all his energy on tracking any signs of Friede.

It was exhausting—possibly the most draining moment in his recent ranked games.

The object’s health bar steadily dwindled, heightening everyone’s tension.

Instinctively, they all knew—no one would pass up a target like this.

‘Come on, show yourself!’

This time, Sword Defense Aura was determined to stop her.

With his massive tower shield, he resolved to throw himself in her path the moment he spotted her.

[Sun Flicking: Let’s go, team!]

With a loud and exaggerated shout, Sun Flicking signaled the group was entering the final stretch.

The three players tightened their focus, ready for anything.

Even those actively fighting the boss—Sun Flicking and damduk—remained on high alert.

And then…

***

—Whoosh!

[Sun Flicking: Huh?]

Because he was positioned closest to the boss, Sun Flicking felt a faint streak of wind graze his cheek.

—Screeeeech!

The boss let out a bone-chilling, agonized scream that echoed through the battlefield.

[Sword Defense Aura: Ah… no way…]

Behind them, Sword Defense Aura stood frozen in despair.

Despite swearing on his life to stay vigilant, he had failed to detect Friede’s presence.

The sense of helplessness consumed him.

When the system notification confirmed that Friede had once again stolen the object, not just the three of them, but even their other teammates began to spiral into chaos.

This wasn’t just unlucky—this was infuriating.

As high-tier players, they were used to intense competition, but this? This was too much.

[Sun Flicking: Damn it!]

Even the strongest dam eventually breaks with enough cracks.

[Sun Flicking: sword room, what the hell were you doing? How could you let this one slip too?]

[Sword Defense Aura: What? Am I the only one watching for the enemy? You could’ve helped keep an eye out! And why was the boss kill so slow? You guys took forever, giving Friede time to steal it.]

[Sun Flicking: Seriously, act like the Grandmaster you are instead of playing like a low-tier scrub.]

[Sword Defense Aura: Says the guy who plays like a Bronze boosting client. You’ve got some nerve blaming me when your boss kill was trash.]

What started as frustration quickly devolved into a heated argument—classic infighting in ranked team games.

From Friede’s perspective, it was hilarious.

Even though she couldn’t see the enemy team chat, their expressions and gestures told her everything.

Her viewers, equally entertained, filled the stream chat with commentary:

[Do you know why their gameplay is such a disaster?]

[Because they keep screwing up like amateurs in critical moments.]

[They’ve got high tiers but can’t see what’s right in front of them.]

[Getting owned by either bow or dagger steals, but they’re too clueless to adapt.]

[Stop fighting, you’ll all die.]

[Lol, these clowns are spitting unintentional rhymes now.]

[This? Teamwork? Really?]

[Aren’t we all supposed to be “allies”?]

[Now they remember teamwork? Hilarious.]

The chat’s unity and humor caught even Friede off guard.

***

Reluctantly, damduk stepped in to mediate, forcing the others to bottle up their frustrations and move forward.

But the cracks had already formed.

From that point on, the three failed to secure any more objects.

Their infighting worsened until damduk, unable to bear it, abruptly abandoned the match.

Friede’s stream continued as usual.

Her antics as the ever-elusive ninja-warrior, a trope almost too ridiculous to take seriously, entertained her audience.

But for Eunha, it was a wake-up call.

Without watching Friede’s stream to the end, she immediately logged into virtual reality.

Her goal was clear: Soul Warfare ranked games.

Her instincts told her she was facing something extraordinary.

‘Strong.’

Friede wasn’t just another skilled player.

She was something far beyond that, and Eunha knew she had to sharpen her dulled senses after a brief offseason.


The upcoming free-for-all tournament was organized by Eunha’s team, and she couldn’t afford to embarrass herself with a careless loss.

If anyone could stop this monstrous amateur, it had to be her.

Eunha clenched her fists, fully prepared for the grueling effort ahead.

“I need to train harder than ever,” she whispered to herself, steeling her resolve.



 
  Chapter 57: The moment to seep in


The Ninja Warrior broadcast successfully concluded.

Extreme wall climbing that surpassed even Islamic warriors.

From the start to the end of the game, I probably spent more time with my feet on walls than on the ground.

I complimented myself on the concept of stealing objects using throwing knives, which still seems like a pretty solid idea.

It wasn’t about assassinating players but rather assassinating objects.

Taking them out from beyond their detection range—now that’s a playstyle fitting of a true ninja assassin, isn’t it?

Well, it wasn’t an invincible strategy without counters.

As time went on, people started figuring out ways to deal with it.

[Wow, now even archers are entering the labyrinth lololol]

[Well, what can you do? Melee can’t detect Sensei right now.]

[How long are you going to be the ever-giving tree?]

[Even if Sensei’s outfit blends with the camouflage and wall climbing is top-notch, when the archers come, nothing can be done.]

[To stop archers with guards, you’d need another Sensei-level wall-climbing ninja on your side.]

Let me know if you need further changes!

Archers, due to their stat and weapon buffs, had good detection even in the dark labyrinth, making the final rounds quite challenging.

I eventually had to abandon wall climbing and opt for a direct confrontation to get through.

Still, I think I had enough fun to make it worthwhile.

***

[Mission Success by Kimkkaettulakku! 580,000 won awarded!
—Wow, can’t believe you actually did it.]

[Kimkkaettulakku’s money is melting away again today.]

[Think you can pull this off in front of Sensei? Take on a mission, and you’re off to the Han River.]

[lololol Watch your mouth unless you want to end up in big trouble!]

A sense of pride welled up in my chest, knowing I had achieved so much more than the mission payout.

The amount just sent by a viewer was accumulated from a challenge: 10,000 won for every object I stole as a ninja warrior.

In total, I had stolen 58 objects during today’s broadcast.

They weren’t all major or critical targets, but it was still an astonishing record.

Having completed the mission, I felt elated and eager to savor this feeling for a while.

I returned to the Soul Warfare lobby.

“Alright, I think I’ll wrap up the stream here. That was quite a long run.”

[?? This counts as a long stream?]

[Sensei… don’t you have any sense of dedication in your heart?]

[Sis, this is way too short. It’s not even half the usual streamer content.]

[Do more, do more, do more, do more, do more!]

So, they think the stream was short… Comparing it to the average stream times of other streamers, I guess they’re right.

Including this one, I’ve rarely gone over three hours lately.

I mean, this isn’t a job for me—it’s not labor for survival.

I don’t feel the need to push myself unnecessarily.

As long as I get just the right amount of attention to keep me motivated, that’s enough.

‘Still…’

‘Maybe… giving a little extra service wouldn’t hurt?’

Instead of the beautiful sunset from last time, Soul Warfare’s characteristic dreamy and gloomy night sky filled the screen.

As a ninja standing beneath the massive moon, I adjusted the camera angle to show only my back again, just like before.

“Alright then…”

Removing my ninja mask, the cold, frosty wind bit at my skin.

My golden hair, which had been tucked inside, scattered in all directions.

Breathing in the refreshing chill deeply, I turned toward the camera and made a V-sign before ending the stream.

“Bye-bye.”

I ignored the exploding chatbox as I shut down the stream.

After all, whether the chat went wild or not at the end of a broadcast wasn’t my concern.

“If it’s during the stream, that’s a different story.”

***

Left alone in the MS Room, I logged into my broadcasting channel.

Switch Panel board—its setup was quick.

Before the application date expired, my channel was already established.

The first post on a board should always be written by its owner.

[Friede Panel Board]

Author: Friede777

This is Friede’s board. 

After quickly typing it out, I hit the submit button.

‘But what’s this?’

When the board refreshed after submission, my post was in the second position.

Someone with a username I’d never seen before had taken the first spot with some bizarre rambling about ‘claiming the first post.’

To be honest, it caught me off guard.

I’d received the notification for the board setup and immediately wrote my post, ‘but someone managed to beat me to it?’

‘How should I even interpret that?’

‘Is this obsession? Are they living their life properly?’

Various thoughts crossed my mind.

‘But what could I do?’ All rights to the board belonged to me.

The post by whoever that was claiming the first spot was deleted immediately.

My post naturally moved up to the top.

Sure, I could screenshot this and brag, ‘but what would be the point?’ It’d be nothing more than a petty victory.’

Returning to the present, the panel board was bustling.

The reasons were varied—complaints about only showing my back again, grumbles about the broadcast being too short, and…

***

[Title: Hello, this is Ajin.
Author: Ajin (Admin)

Hello.

I’m Ajin, recently appointed as the video editor and board manager for Friede’s stream.

First, I want to take this opportunity to apologize to everyone I may have hurt during the contest process, and to Friede, who hosted the event.

From now on, I will do my best to fulfill my role as a suitable editor and board manager for Friede’s streams.

Thank you.]

(Insert a generic kneeling apology meme here.)

***

Ajin’s apology post.

The reaction wasn’t bad.

Since no explicit insults were involved, the situation seemed to be smoothing over.

Especially with the kneeling meme—it seemed to be the clincher.

After all, it’s not common to see someone bring in a real-life photo for an online apology.

‘So, what news is there for today?’

I skimmed through the panel board and then checked the mailbox registered to my channel.

It was the mailbox of a streamer who hadn’t even been active for two weeks yet.

Overflowing with fresh, hot content, the sight of the inbox almost felt warm.

[Your application for the STK Brawl Tournament has been accepted.
Hello, Friede777.

Thank you for participating in the brawl tournament hosted by the STK team.

This tournament will begin with a private preliminary round one week from now.

If you advance to the main round, the matches will be streamed live through virtual reality online.

Additionally, please note that there will be interviews and filming sessions for tournament advertisements.]

And…

Apart from the confirmation email about the STK Brawl Tournament and its schedule, there wasn’t much else of interest in the inbox.

It was a bit disappointing that there wasn’t anything substantial.

‘But what could I do?’ Everything went straight to the trash.

That’s when it happened.

***

Ding!

A notification echoed through the MS Room.

‘Who would send me a personal message at this hour?’

If it were Dayoung, she’d be streaming right now.

Tilting my head slightly in confusion, I opened the message box.

And there it was…

[General] Breaking News: Cicadas Spreading in Ranked Games!

(A meme of someone clinging to a wall like a cicada before falling due to a control mistake.)

Every ranked game, there’s at least one player clinging to the wall like that.

Sometimes, over four people on the enemy team are stuck to walls, just hovering around.

If they were good at throwing knives or assassinations, I wouldn’t mind, but they keep messing up and falling to their deaths.

Friede, you [expletive]! Because of you, ranked games are full of bugs!

Loo: What ninja warrior? They’re cicada warriors.

NunaEatsMidir: Oh lol, Friede’s definitely a ninja warrior. Watch out for fakes, though.

***

[General] Cicadas in Master Rank—Seriously?

Some are surprisingly good at this tactic, managing to pull it off successfully.

That ninja warrior concept is hard to execute, but when done right, the ambush assassinations are wild.

(A meme of Islamic assassins dropping en masse from the ceiling.)

I was casually heading down an alternate route to snag an object, and suddenly, something started falling like crazy from the ceiling.

Freaking lunatics.

[Loo: Wow, like cockroaches dropping from a torn ceiling.]

[Loo: Friede poisoned the game.]

[GarterBeltJik: Aren’t those trying to mimic Friede or criticize her just pathetic? Disgusting, really.]

[Loo: Aren’t you that sweaty guy who’s always in Friede’s chat?]

[GarterBeltJik: Who knows?]

***

[General] Stop the Cicada Noise Already!

Damn it!

(A meme of an object stolen with a throwing knife.)

They kept trying to steal objects from the start, and in the end, they stole a crucial one that led to our comeback loss.

[Loo: Can’t believe they managed to steal that.]

[Nn: Lotto-level luck right there lolol.]

[Loo: Whether it’s the thief or the one stolen from—both are hilarious.]

***

[General] My Thoughts on Trying the Cicada Run

First, here’s my rank.

(Grandmaster-tier proof screenshot.)

I’ve been seeing the so-called “Cicada Run” trend on Friede’s stream, combining Islamic warrior and ninja warrior playstyles.

Here’s my experience with both, after resetting my stats and giving it a proper go.

Islamic Warrior

The fun comes from ambushing while hiding on walls or ceilings, but if there are more than two enemies, it’s not worth it.

Wall climbing takes skill, and if you’re spotted, you’re basically a sitting duck.

Extreme difficulty.

Ninja Warrior

Wall climbing control is even harder than with the Islamic warrior.

On top of that, you need to hit critical points on objects with throwing knives.

Of course, there’s no aim assist.

Even with maximum critical damage, throwing knives are weak, so timing is insanely difficult.

Absolute madness.

Conclusion

Don’t try this, you [expletives].

[Loo: Lol, I feel you.]

[ThinMan: Can’t believe these scrubs think they’re anywhere near Friede’s level.]

[Loo: Just read the situation properly, damn it.]

[Loo: Actually, unless you’re Challenger tier, don’t even try it.]

[Loo: Friede’s execution is unmatched lol.]

***

[General] Another Rear View of Friede Today!

Author: ThinMan

‘A ninja revealed to be a blonde beauty under the moonlight?’

‘What a perfect story idea, isn’t it?’ So captivating, right?

The lone assassin, strategist, and wanderer.

Sis, you’re killing me!!!

[Loo: Damn, she’s so annoying, always just showing her back.]

[Loo: Streams are so short these days—just raking in money, huh?]

[ThinMan: Yeah, Friede’s loaded, upper class, rich, and stunning.]

[RandomUser: How do you even know Friede’s face? Are you her acquaintance or something?]

[ThinMan: Who knows?]

[Loo: ThinMan’s attitude is pissing me off these days.]

***

“Haha, heh, hehe.”

I couldn’t help but laugh.

The amateurs in the community praising Friede so fervently—it was hilarious.

But they were only seeing fragments of Friede, Ji Sehee, from her streams.

‘Is there anyone who’s really dug into her as much as I have?’

… There is.

The face of that mediocre, insignificant small-time streamer, Park, came to mind, and Ajin’s expression twisted in irritation.

But that superiority would only last a moment.


***

Ding!

A new personal message notification rang out, catching Ajin’s ear.

When she checked the contents, her facial muscles twitched uncontrollably.



 
  Chapter 58: The desire to collect is totally relatable


The story proceeded seamlessly.

After all, it’s a broadcast scheduled four days a week. 

Even if you exclude weekends, there’s still room for missing an extra day without issue.

The person who contacted me through the MS Room was Ryu Ajin, the woman who would become my editor.

‘The purpose of our meeting?’ Well, it was officially to draft a co-working contract, but…

‘It’s pretty transparent.’

Since I’m holding the reins here, there’s no concern about being swayed. 

That much was clear because we had already negotiated everything during our first meeting.

All that was left was for both of us to sign the finalized contract.

The contract, with advice from Dayoung, included basic pay and incentives based on view counts.

I didn’t know the exact workings of this industry, but according to Dayoung, this was a deal far more generous than most. 

So, there was no issue on that front.

In short, the contract wouldn’t be a problem.

The only thing I was contemplating was how to approach her naturally.

As I leaned back on the sofa in the MS Room, deep in thought, I suddenly chuckled to myself.

‘What am I doing?’

The plushness of the sofa embraced me as I closed my eyes, and her image naturally came to mind.

That mischievous pink hair, slightly eerie yet glowing eyes with a distinctive sparkle.

‘She’s definitely not ordinary.’

‘Ryu Ajin, following Park Dayoung—another warrior, huh?’

My heart beat rhythmically.

Though I was also looking forward to meeting her, my anticipation was slowly shifting into something else.

Looking back now, I don’t think my actions were solely driven by a resolution to “save warriors.”

If she truly turned out to be a warrior like Dayoung… I’d want to keep her by my side no matter what.

Romantic feelings? Attraction?

‘No…’

I shook my head in denial.

‘If those were my motives, wouldn’t I have made a move on Dayoung long ago?’

Even though I was exasperated with myself for agonizing over this after the broadcast, I wanted to act only after my heart and intentions were clear.

“Frustrating.”

Wanting to feel the cool breeze on my bare skin, I disconnected from the virtual reality.

Emerging from the capsule device, I leaned against the balcony, savoring the late-night wind.

There’s nothing like cold air to clear a cluttered mind.

If only I had a refreshing drink to go with it.

‘Should’ve grabbed a beer.’

Regret came too late, but my now-relaxed mind wasn’t motivated enough to head back to the kitchen.

I simply leaned against the balcony, letting my body hang loosely.

As my head tilted downward, my hair cascaded like a waterfall. 

The sensation was oddly fascinating.

‘How much time had passed like that?’

When I opened my eyes, half-drowsy, countless stars were twinkling in the sky before me.

Not one, not two, but so many that I couldn’t count them all…

“Beautiful.”

Suddenly, I found myself thinking I wanted to collect all those stars.

Though it was a ridiculous notion, my body seemed honest enough to respond.

My outstretched hand reached upward, fingers spreading wide as if to grasp the stars.

Of course, nothing was caught, only empty air.

As I gazed absentmindedly at my open hand and the stars beyond, I unconsciously let out a soft exclamation.

“Otōt!”

‘Was it a stroke of luck that the late winter night sky remained so vivid?’

Seeing the starlight filter through my fingers allowed me to reflect on my own heart.

Yeah. Let’s be honest.

I want to collect warriors…

“I want to gather them all,” I muttered, letting the words lay bare my feelings.

Realizing that even my resolution to “save warriors” stemmed from a desire to collect them, my face flushed with embarrassment as if I’d exposed a deep flaw.

Still… it felt liberating.

The cold wind didn’t just cleanse my body; it seemed to wash away my heart as well.

Yes, I want to gather warriors.

It’s not like there’s a rule saying there can only be three warriors.

There’s already me, the first.

Park Dayoung, the second.

And Ryu Ajin, the third—a potential new addition.

If there are three, then there could certainly be a fourth or even a fifth.

Just like recruiting skilled allies or collecting rare items in a game, I want to gather these warriors as trophies for my broadcast.

“If they’re like Dayoung and Ajin, with problems of their own…”

I could help them and draw them into my broadcast.

‘Money?’ If I revealed my rank in Korea’s wealthiest list, it’d be clear I have more than enough.

‘A curse? A debuff?’ My abilities as a warrior and holy knight make my healing skills rival those of a saint.

Whether it’s extraordinary powers causing trouble like with Dayoung or Ajin, or practical issues after returning to Earth, I can care for them all. 

My capacity to help is as vast as the sky above, so recruiting them under this pretext shouldn’t be a problem.

After all, back on Earth, I had no clear purpose in life and lived only for the fleeting attention I received.

‘If I’ve now found a firm goal, isn’t that surely a blessing from the goddess?’

Youthful(?) energy surged through me.

“Yeah.”

Let’s do this. 

Find the warriors… and collect them!

With a rare burst of motivation, countless thoughts swirled in my head.

If someone could read my mind, they’d surely be overwhelmed by the sheer chaos within.

Yet, my thoughts were clearer than they’d been since returning to Earth.

“Let’s go!”

Bouncing to my feet, I headed straight for my computer.

***

The sky was overcast with heavy clouds that others might find unpleasant, but Ajin liked it.

Eeeek!

“I-I’ll be back.”

Even as the words left my mouth, a wave of self-consciousness made my face contort.

I pulled the hood attached to my sweatshirt over my head and masked my face to hide the lingering embarrassment.

‘But seriously—what was I doing, saying goodbye to an empty apartment as I left?’

“…I didn’t lose my mind… not yet,” I muttered, the price of a moment’s lapse in vigilance feeling oddly cruel.

‘Still, what could I do now?’ The ship had sailed, and I was stuck with this situation.

At least Ajin’s rather pitiful life seemed to have finally found a clue to escape its endless monotony.

“Sehee.”

A grin spread across my face, and my hunched shoulders shook with laughter.

Slipping a thumb into my mask, I nervously bit my nails. 

Excited yet anxious. 

Relieved yet uneasy.

I couldn’t wait to see Ji Sehee, the streamer who went by the nickname “Friede.”

Until she was standing right in front of me, I doubted I could calm my racing emotions.

‘I want to see her, I want to see her, I want to see her,’ I repeated like a mantra, her name and face vividly forming in my mind.

Ah, how torturous the last few days had been. 

That fleeting peace when I met her felt like a dream…

I wanted to relive that sweet sensation.

This obsessive, twisted feeling had long since transcended normal fixation.

It wasn’t true madness, just a pitiful shadow of it—weak, fake madness.

“Mom, that lady’s weird.”

“Shh, don’t look.”

Passersby whispered and steered clear of me, their voices tinged with discomfort.

As I walked along, grinning oddly, everyone avoided me.

Not even the infamous characters on the subway’s Line 1 could rival my menacing aura.

But no matter how tough you think you are, the world always has an opponent you can’t handle.

“Meow!”

“Meow!”

A party of stray cats suddenly appeared to confront me, the awkward hero.

“What’s this? Why are you stopping me?”

“Are you minions of the Demon King?” I whispered.

“Meow!”

“Ugh…!”

If only I had my warrior powers, I could wipe them all out in one go.

I couldn’t afford more delays on my way to see Friede—Sehee.

Though my powers were sealed in this world, I was still the warrior who had defeated the Demon King.

‘If there’s an obstacle, I’ll face it head-on!’

Summoning every ounce of strength, I extended a hand toward the stray animals.

And then…

“Go away~ Go away~,” I whimpered, waving my hand timidly in what had to be the most feeble gesture ever.

Life, as always, has a way of tripping you up with unexpected obstacles.

***

I had arranged for the meeting to take place at my house.

But as the appointed time approached, I suddenly felt uneasy and hurriedly finished preparing to go out.

Considering Ajin’s overly cautious nature, going out must have been a monumental effort for her.

‘Could she even make it here?’ I started to worry.

Still, since we’d already set a time and place, there wasn’t much I could do.

I thought about calling to check and possibly meeting her halfway.

But…

“Why isn’t she picking up?”

No matter how many times I tried, her phone remained unanswered.

Could her shyness be so extreme that she couldn’t even take a call? No, based on her response when we exchanged numbers, that didn’t seem likely.

Tilting my head in confusion, I stepped outside and walked along the path she would most likely take.

Unless she was driving, the route to my house using public transport was fairly straightforward.

I just needed to get to the intersection where the paths diverged.

That’s when I heard it.

“Ahhh!”

“Meow!”


The familiar sound of a scream, growing closer with every second.

Straining my eyes, I spotted a group of cats rushing in my direction, followed by…

“What the—?”

There she was—being chased by the cats.



 
  Chapter 59: Clear refusal


“Goodness…”

Living my life, I never thought I’d see a person being chased by a group of cats.

A human being chased by six cats—what a rare and bizarre sight to witness.

For a moment, the thought of helping slipped my mind entirely.

‘Did she somehow provoke enmity from cats as a whole species in the past?’ In any case, if this continues, her dignity as a human might be at stake.

Since it would be tragic for a guest I invited to metaphorically cross the river of no return due to cats, I figured I should help.

I quickly moved closer, making sure to appear within her field of vision.

When she spotted me, Ajin sprinted towards me desperately. 

The sight of her running at full speed—so desperate that it was almost fortunate her face was hidden behind a mask—was something else.

“Se—Sehee…! Help!”

She ducked behind me, panting heavily, her head peeking cautiously over my shoulder.

The group of cats, realizing their target was now hiding behind me, seemed to give up and vanished without hesitation.

Well, that’s one problem resolved coolly.

“Are you okay? What happened that you were being chased by cats?”

“That… I don’t really…”

She trailed off, mumbling incoherently, and the tension of the moment dissipated.

Suddenly, I couldn’t help but wonder: Is she really a hero?

Even I, someone who thought I had a decent understanding of her over time, found her current appearance almost laughably pathetic.

***

Flap!

A strange sound, one that instinctively made you want to duck, came from above Ajin’s head.

Something fell—a size larger than a water droplet but smaller than a water balloon.

It wasn’t quite liquid, yet it wasn’t fully solid either.

“…Oh.”

“…Hic!”

Ajin trembled as she stood there, having been struck squarely on the head by pigeon droppings.

The acidic stench—capable of corroding anything it touched—caused me to instinctively step back, smacking my lips in discomfort.

‘If only it had landed squarely in her mouth, it’d have been like hitting the lottery.’

The odds of bird droppings from several meters above falling perfectly into a person’s open mouth were said to exceed the probability of winning the jackpot.

Well, hoping for such an extreme scene was probably asking too much.

Unable to leave her standing in the street covered in bird droppings, I hurriedly brought Ajin inside the house.

“Quick, go wash up. I’ll take care of your clothes for you.”

“T-thanks….”

“No need for thanks. Go on.”

“Okay….”

Watching her retreat hurriedly into the bathroom, I couldn’t help but feel an exhaustion creeping over me.

If exhausting someone were a skill, she was a natural master.

Her soiled clothes weren’t so bad that I felt reluctant to throw them into the washing machine.

While waiting, I set out a hoodie and shorts—clothes I often wore at home—outside the bathroom door for her.

I sat back, closed my eyes, and let my thoughts drift.

***

Click.

The sound of the bathroom door opening brought me back to reality.

Ajin stepped out, hesitantly dressed in the clothes I had prepared for her.

“Th-thank you… for the clothes and… the shower.”

“It’s nothing. They say getting pooped on by a bird brings good luck. Maybe you should buy a lottery ticket later.”

Though I intended it as a joke, her face fell, her expression souring noticeably. 

It seemed I had miscalculated the tone.

Yet, without a word, she shuffled closer, sticking to me like a child clinging to their parent.

The silence in the room became heavy and still.

Ajin, as expected, wasn’t the type to be good at making conversation.

‘Frankly, I wouldn’t call myself a smooth talker either, but what choice did I have?’

Everything’s relative, and in this situation, I had to guide the flow of the conversation.

Although I wanted to ease the atmosphere a bit before moving on to the main topic…

‘Guess there’s no other way.’

Sometimes, going for a direct pitch is the only option if curveballs aren’t landing.

“Here’s the contract I mentioned earlier. Please have a look.”

“Yes, okay.”

Her response was hesitant and awkward, her tone making it difficult to maintain the rhythm of a conversation.

If such hesitance was natural for her, it might as well be a talent of its own.

Despite her apparent mental struggles, it was impressive that she diligently examined the contract without any wasted time.

As I watched her serious expression while reading the document, I couldn’t help but think, ‘Maybe we should communicate in writing instead.’

‘Or even through text messages?’

Sometimes written words are far easier to handle than spoken ones.

Just as I entertained those thoughts, Ajin finished reading the contract and spoke.

“Th-this… really… really…”

“If you stick to this exactly… I-I’m fine with it.”

Seeing her agree so readily, it seemed Da-young was right—the terms must be pretty generous.

With that, the contract was signed, and one quest was officially completed.

“Alright, great. Let’s work well together from now on.”

“Y-yes, me too….”

She shook my outstretched hand firmly, but then she showed no signs of letting go.

The awkwardness hung in the air as I stood there watching her silently hold on, creating an atmosphere of strained stillness.

Her serene expression while clutching my hand was a stark contrast to my internal discomfort, as I bore the brunt of her unwavering gaze.

Yet, I didn’t pull away.

‘There’s no need to rush,’ I thought.

Given her personality, it was clear she wouldn’t openly admit to being a hero.

Since I had committed to gathering heroes, I needed to bring her fully onto my side.

Step by step, I had to break through her defenses.

‘Let’s start by tearing down some walls.’

Withdrawing my hand from her grasp, I rose from my seat.

“How about a drink?”

She blinked, tilting her head quizzically.

“Huh?”

“If you’re free, let’s have a drink to celebrate signing the contract.”

It was only 4 PM—early for alcohol—but I shrugged casually, and she hesitated before giving a slight nod.

Alcohol was perfect for lowering walls and coaxing out unfiltered truths.

I asked if she could handle her drinks, and surprisingly, she claimed she could.

It didn’t match her demeanor at all, but apparently, she could hold her liquor.

I prepared a sweet, mild white wine—easy to drink with a strong, lingering sweetness.

For snacks, I kept it simple with some cheese and crackers.

This setup ensured even a light drinker would be able to relax and enjoy the moment, slowly letting their guard down.

It almost felt like planning a crime.

‘Well, no harm in it.’

I wasn’t hurting anyone or planning anything malicious.

This was merely a way to get to know her better, a common thing at any social gathering.

Once everything was ready, we sat at the living room table and began our lighthearted drinking session.

***

The crisp clink of glasses touching rang out.

She nibbled on crackers and cheese cautiously, observing me with careful eyes.

As the drinks flowed—from one glass to another—her once-sharp gaze began to soften.

Her expression and posture loosened, as if an elaborate ribbon was being untied, leaving her in a vulnerable state.

By the time we finished the first bottle and I uncorked the second, she began slurring.

“So, like… why are you hanging out with that idiot, anyway?”

And just like that, Ajin transformed into a tipsy chatterbox.

It was a dramatic change, to say the least.

‘Idiot,’ she’d said.

Judging from her tone, it seemed like she was referring to Park Da-young.

It appeared their first meeting had left a sour impression on both of them.

I chuckled wryly.

‘If Ajin ever revealed she was a hero, she would have to redefine her relationship with Da-young.’

Even though nothing was certain yet, the thought lingered in my mind.

“Hey, sis? Hey?”

“Yes, Ajin?”

“You said you’re my sis, right? Then call me Ajin~.”

Her playful tone and endearing antics were completely unthinkable from her usual self.

‘If Da-young saw her acting like this, her reaction would have been priceless.’

Still, if she was being this friendly, there was no need for me to keep my guard up.

“Alright, Ajin.”

“Hehe! Finally, you said it~.”

Her giddy reaction was entertaining.

‘If I had to choose between the pre-drunk and post-drunk versions of Ajin, this candid, slightly tipsy side of her was far more likable.’

After all, conversations reveal a lot about a person, and at least now she was talking.

“You don’t know how much I like you, sis!”

“I know.”

“Huh? How?”

“You clung to my hand for hours earlier. That’s a pretty strong sign.”

“Ugh, that’s embarrassing!”

Her puffed-out cheeks and kitten-like sulkiness were unexpectedly adorable.

“I… I wasn’t always like this… I have my own story, okay? Waaaah.”

“Don’t hate me, please!”

Seeing her about to cry, I smiled gently and reassured her.

“I don’t hate you.”

“Really?”

“Really.”

Relieved, she smiled brightly and mumbled.

“Sis.”

“Yes?”

“I… I want to hold your hand again… Is that okay?”

“My hand? Like earlier?”

“Uh-huh. Holding your hand makes me feel calm….”

As I looked at her, I decided the moment was right.

“Hmm.”

It was time to mix things up.

“No.”

“Huh?”

The naturalness of my refusal caught her completely off guard.

She froze, her face a picture of shock, as if the world had crumbled around her.

Her eyes darted around in confusion, reflecting her disbelief.


An awkward silence enveloped the room.

“W-what? But you said… you didn’t hate me….”

Her stammering resembled her pre-drunk self, but I simply poured another glass of wine and raised it.

“Cheers.”



 
  Chapter 60: Ajin is a baby; we have to protect her


The light reflected in trembling eyes wavered like ripples of light on the water.

Like magma simmering beneath the surface before a volcano erupts, tears swirled inside eyelids, clamoring for release, begging to see the world.

Yet, they did not fall. 

Not yet. The reason was simple: her current position was one of complete disadvantage.

‘Because she was her employer?’

‘No. If it were just that, she wouldn’t feel this defeated.’

Friede—no, Ji Sehee—had become someone Ajin couldn’t confront or negotiate with.

For reasons unknown, Sehee was the only one who shielded her from the fear and aversion she felt toward people and the world.

The reason Ajin had participated in the editor competition Sehee hosted was for the money.

But now, she couldn’t help but be obsessed—with the show “Friede” and with Ji Sehee herself.

That’s why she had shown up under the flimsy pretense of a meeting.

Up until the middle, the atmosphere had been good.

They’d dropped formalities, and with drinks involved, it seemed like the barriers between them could finally crumble.

Or so Ajin thought.

But then…

“Absolutely not.”

A clear and decisive rejection.

At first, Ajin didn’t know what to think.

Her mind brushed it off simply: “Ah, I guess it’s difficult for her.”

But as seconds ticked by, unease and bewilderment swelled inside her, her heartbeat pounding so hard it wiped away even the haze of alcohol.

“Why? Did I… Did I do something wrong? If so, I’ll—”

Her words came out shaky, her tone stammering as panic set in.

‘Damn it, why can’t I act normal in situations like this?’ she thought, berating herself.

“No, not exactly something wrong…”

Ajin, bowing her head, startled as Sehee’s voice reached her ears.

Raising her gaze, Ajin saw that Sehee didn’t look angry.

Her expression was calm, like someone observing a flowing river, as she casually plucked a cookie and ate it.

“I just want to know the reason.”

“The reason?”

Ajin stared at her, dazed.

Sehee took a sip of wine, then smiled faintly.

“The more I think about it, the stranger it seems. I don’t know why you’re so attached to me.”

Sehee swirled her wineglass, the liquid inside rippling rhythmically.

As the ripples subsided, she tilted the glass slightly toward Ajin.

“Whether I’m your employer or just someone you’ve gotten closer to over drinks, I think I have the right to know. Don’t you?”

“Ugh, well… that’s…”

Ajin hesitated, fumbling for words.

Of course, no one would believe her if she told the truth.

At best, they’d think she was weird.

At worst, a liar or even mentally unwell.

Her timid, pathetic nature—what people mockingly called “Ajin-esque”—made her loathe to reveal herself in such a vulnerable way.

“I see. You can’t tell me.”

“No, I… I really do have my reasons…”

“I believe everyone has a story. Life isn’t the same for everyone; people have different circumstances, experiences, and pains. But if that’s the case, I guess there’s nothing I can do.”

Sehee murmured softly and took another sip of wine, shaking her head lightly.

Her golden hair caught the light, rippling like a waterfall with the motion.

“Sorry, but I can’t give you my hand.”

‘No, this can’t happen,’ Ajin thought desperately.

After knowing her, after discovering her existence, there was no way she could let go.

Ajin didn’t want to remain just a simple editor to Sehee, tied only by their professional relationship.

Feeling an almost unbearable thirst, she poured herself another glass of wine and drank it in one gulp.

***

Ajin remembered their first meeting.

The excitement, the fluttering feeling. 

It wasn’t just Sehee’s beautiful appearance that had captivated her.

It was the warmth in the hand Sehee had offered her—the hand that felt like it had calmed the storms in her heart, electrifying her with peace she’d never experienced before.

It was like an addiction, intoxicating and impossible to forget.

‘How many times had she replayed Sehee’s streams to soothe her restless heart?’

As her face grew flush from the alcohol, Ajin lifted her head, locking eyes with Sehee.

Even this act of facing her directly felt monumental—something she could only manage thanks to the wine coursing through her veins.

Her eyes captured the image of Ji Sehee, the streamer Friede, storing it in her mind as though etching it there forever.

This wasn’t something she could let become a one-night dream.

The dark feelings coiled in her chest were too strong to ignore.

‘Fine… I’ll do it. No matter what happens,’ Ajin resolved.

Even if she ended up being dismissed as crazy, even if their relationship ended as just business acquaintances, she had to try.

She couldn’t leave this thirst unquenched.

Ajin raised her glass again and again, draining it without pause.

The wine became both the oil fueling her spiraling thoughts and the salve numbing her inhibitions.

As she recklessly emptied bottle after bottle, Sehee quietly observed her descent.

***

Finally, with the last drop sliding down her throat, Ajin clenched her eyes shut and declared, “I’ll tell you!”

To be honest, I didn’t plan for things to escalate this quickly.

Originally, as I’d discussed with Dayoung, I intended to approach her slowly, to learn more over time.

Even if she rejected me, I thought I could take my time talking with her, gradually… well, adding oil to the gears, so to speak.

But Ajin’s behavior was completely unexpected. 

She came at me directly and forcefully.

‘Was she that desperate?’

“Unnie… I’ll tell you because it’s you. It’s such an unbelievable story that I wouldn’t blame you if you laughed or didn’t believe me. But… ugh, why am I even saying this? Aaah, this is so embarrassing!”

Her speech was quick again, probably thanks to drinking straight from the bottle.

Yet her words were chaotic, full of distrust—not just in me, but in everything, including herself.

Feeling like I’d done something wrong, I couldn’t help but sigh softly.

It seems forcing yourself to do things that don’t suit you is never a good idea.

Trying to play games with her, pushing and pulling with no real strategy, had only made things worse.

Though unintended, I knew I had to seize this opportunity and at least hear her out.

That meant one thing:

‘I need to comfort her.’

Ajin is like a child; she needs protection.

I held her hand tightly.

“Hiccup?!”

Her reaction was immediate. 

After refusing earlier, she now seemed utterly flustered by the sudden change in my approach.

Seeing her wide, startled eyes made me feel a bit shy, but I forced myself to smile gently.

“It’s okay. Even if the order feels a little backwards, if this helps you open up, it’s fine. So…”

It doesn’t matter how we get there, as long as we arrive.

Holding her hand is a small price to pay if it means she’ll talk to me.

“Let’s start with something simple. Say my name first.”

My soft tone seemed to make her squirm. 

Her shoulders tensed, and she hesitated, glancing at me nervously before finally whispering,

“Ji… Ji Sehee.”

That’s right. I’m Ji Sehee.

The woman who doesn’t know the meaning of giving up.

When it comes to life stories, mine isn’t so different from hers.

As I offered encouragement, I noticed her breathing steadying.

Good. That’s a positive sign.

Honestly, with a face like hers, it’d be a shame to see it gloomy or on the verge of tears. 

‘Don’t you agree?’

“Okay, now don’t worry and just tell me. Fantasy, martial arts, academy stories, sci-fi, alternate history, even… even smutty stories—whatever it is, I’ll listen.”

I mentally braced myself, deciding I’d be as patient as a golden retriever. 

Even if her tale was something absurd, like a gender-swapped hero returning with trauma, I was ready to listen.

“Thank you, thank you, unnie.”

She wiped away the tears brimming in her eyes, emboldened by my hand holding hers.

Her expression turned resolute as she said, “I’ll show you something first. Don’t be surprised.”

I tilted my head in confusion as Ajin closed her eyes and took a deep breath.

Sensing she was focusing her mind, I stayed silent, observing.

Then, I felt a strange shift in the air.

And then—

Flash!

A brilliant light flickered, and suddenly, multiple figures filled the space behind her.

They weren’t ghosts, nor were they illusions exactly, but…

“These are my clones.”

Figures identical to Ajin materialized around her.

Not just one, but several.

My body stiffened.

‘If they were ordinary clones, I wouldn’t have been so shocked.’

‘What startled me was…’

‘They all have consciousness?’

Their expressions, gestures—even the way they whispered to each other.

Though their forms were slightly transparent, resembling phantoms, their movements were undeniably lifelike.

‘This… was cloning?’

“I figured you wouldn’t believe me unless I showed you. But don’t worry, they can’t do more than lift light objects.”

Ajin’s voice broke me out of my daze.

“I’ll start my story now,” she said, closing her eyes as if steeling herself for what came next.

“I was summoned to another world. It was a gender-reversed society, and I awakened as a psychic hero. I enrolled in an academy, fought alongside my classmates, and was about to defeat the Demon King and finally enjoy life. But then I was cursed. I lost everything and was turned into… well, ‘Ajin.’ The goddess who summoned me abandoned me, and I was sent back to Earth to live like this.”

Her tale sounded like something straight out of a novel.

If this were fiction, it would definitely garner 5,700 sarcastic comments, criticizing everything from its plot to its execution.

The tags? Academy, fantasy, angst, hero, and betrayal would fit nicely.

***

[Sehee: Talking with Ajin right now ㅇㅇ]

[Dayoung: ?? What are you saying?]

[Sehee: Ajin came over to my place today.]

[Sehee: We signed the contract and had some drinks.]

[Sehee: And then…]

[Sehee: typing a message]

[Sehee: She confessed.]

[Sehee: One thing resolved. Time to sleep soon.]

[Sehee: bb2]

[Dayoung: ???]

[Dayoung: Wait, what?]

[Dayoung: What kind of confession?]

[Dayoung: typing a message]

[Dayoung: Did that awkward girl confess to you?]

[Dayoung: Don’t tell me you accepted?!]


[Dayoung: Unnie.]

[Dayoung: Say something.]

[Dayoung: Do you want me to die from suspense?]

[Dayoung: Hey!]



 
  Chapter 61: The hero streamer wants to collect heroes


In the dreamy atmosphere of an academy building steeped in old memories, Ajin stood dazed.

As she questioned why she was there, she realized she was in a lucid dream.

Tock, tock.

The familiar corridors and classrooms surrounded her, and she felt the gaze of others.

‘This wasn’t like me,’ she thought.

Of course, anyone summoned to another world might start off timid. 

But after awakening her superpowers, being chosen as a hero, and putting in relentless effort, she adapted to this world and prepared for the day she could return to Earth.

She entered the Hero Academy, poured her heart into her training, and eventually gained fame as a record-breaking genius hero, even earning the title of the academy idol.

‘Truly, I was bold and confident,’ Ajin proudly reflected.

Her title as a hero, her unmatched skills, and her charismatic personality drew many allies to her side. 

In the end, as time passed and the moment came, she joined forces with her friends to defeat the Demon King.

That was the grand finale of her life’s upward trajectory—her greatest peak.

The academy held nothing but good memories, and a small smile played on her lips.

But…

“Ah, of all places, it had to be here.”

Her surroundings shifted from the academy to a desolate wasteland scarred by the aftermath of battle.

Her comrades lay collapsed in exhaustion, and her final strike pierced the Demon King’s heart.

As the Demon King slowly disintegrated, he cursed her with a last, desperate act.

It was a pitiful curse, one she would’ve laughed off in the past. 

But now, it had become the root of her misery.

Everything moved quickly after that. 

Before her friends could help her, she was forcibly summoned by the goddess.

She wasn’t given time to recover, let alone say proper goodbyes.

And so, Ajin had to leave everything behind and return to Earth.

All that remained were her hero’s powers, which were nearly useless under Earth’s laws, and a curse that weighed heavily on her mind.

Although she was fortunate to reunite with her family, reintegrating into society proved to be a long and arduous dream.

She dedicated herself to freelance video editing, a skill she had learned earlier, but even that was reaching its limit.

It was then, at her breaking point, that she saw Sehee from afar, smiling warmly at her.

Her elder sister, who had listened seriously to her “ridiculous” story, held her hand, and never flinched at her powers.

‘A shining light, so radiant and comforting,’ Ajin thought, tears threatening to spill.

“Ugh!”

She swallowed her emotions and took step after step forward.

When Ajin finally reached that light and opened her eyes…

***

“Finally awake?”

The person in front of her wasn’t who she had expected.

With brown hair brushing her shoulders, a sulky expression, and furrowed brows that seemed perpetually annoyed, the woman looked nothing like her sister Sehee.

‘Comparing them would be an insult to Sehee,’ Ajin thought.

In front of her was an unremarkable, amateur streamer…

“…Dumbhead.”

Ajin recognized the figure of Park Dayoung.

“You’re one to talk.”

Neither of them was in a good mood.

Taking in the unfamiliar surroundings, Ajin realized she was in Sehee’s house.

‘So, last night wasn’t a dream.’

Rubbing her eyes, she stepped out of the room. 

From the kitchen wafted a comforting aroma.

“You’re up. How’s your hangover?”

Peeking cautiously into the kitchen, Sehee noticed her immediately, as if she had eyes in the back of her head.

“I-I’m fine.”

Sehee turned with a gentle smile.

‘She always has a smile that puts people at ease,’ Ajin thought.

‘She really is living proof that beauty can soothe the soul.’

Seeing Ajin lost in thought, Sehee spoke softly.

“That’s good to hear. You drank so much last night.”

“Uh, the drinks here are just too good… Is that porridge you’re making?”

“Yeah, I ordered it, but I’m reheating it.”

‘She’s cooking for me first thing in the morning…’

Watching her sister’s careful preparations filled Ajin with warmth.

‘Ah, I’m so happy.’

Maybe it was because she had already crossed so many boundaries with Sehee, revealing her identity as a hero. 

Ajin was convinced there were no walls left between them.

But the sight of her sister cooking porridge for her was overwhelming.

‘She’s making me porridge! My sister!’

‘Heugh…’

Lost in bliss, Ajin was jolted back to reality by an irritated voice from behind.

“Hey, stop acting like a blushing bride and bothering her. Go wash up already.”

“What are you talking about?”

“If a pigeon poops on you, the rule is three showers a day. Idiot.”

“I already showered three times yesterday, you noob!”

Unable to hold back, Ajin rushed to the bathroom. But as she passed, something strange caught her eye.

On a stand, a smartphone rested as a frog with wings furiously tapped at the screen.

‘What on earth is that doing here?’ she wondered, staring at the odd creature.

The frog, sensing her gaze, lifted its head and smiled mischievously, its strange eyes curving as it waved.

“Nice to meet you, Ajin. I’m Pepe.”

“What? Oh, uh… Hi.”

That feeling… Ajin had felt it before.

The awkwardness that comes from pretending to know someone at school, despite not being close, filled the air.

Hesitantly stepping into the bathroom and closing the door, Ajin tilted her head in confusion.

‘What was that?’

***

The porridge tasted quite good—perhaps because it had been ordered from an expensive menu and reheated.

As she took another bite, Pepe—who was devouring porridge from a bowl as large as half her body—lifted his head and spoke.

“Bitch Sehee! When are you going to make me a moderator?”

“Oh, I forgot.”

“You sly, deceitful human! How dare you trick me?!”

Pepe’s outburst wasn’t entirely unjustified, and Sehee scratched her cheek awkwardly.

When Pepe had previously offered to be a chat moderator, Sehee had agreed, thinking it would help manage the chatroom. 

But things were running smoothly on their own, and the matter had slipped her mind. 

From Pepe’s perspective, she was now a forgotten promise.

“There’s no need for you to moderate my streams right now. How about trying it out on Dayoung’s stream first?”

“I don’t need Pepe’s help, either,” Dayoung replied, shrugging.

“You two useless relics! How dare you gang up on me like this!”

While the conversation grew louder and more chaotic, Ajin, who had been quietly eating her porridge, hesitantly raised her hand.

“Um…”

She pointed at Pepe.

“Who—or what—is that?”

“I’m Pepe, A-jin! You’re a hero too, right?”

“Hey! Didn’t I tell you to stop calling me ‘gay’ like that?” Dayoung interjected sharply.

Pepe jumped in protest.

“Hey, you crazy Dayoung-gay! I’ve had it with you. Did I ask for much? All I wanted was to call everyone ‘gay.’ Is ‘gay’ embarrassing to you?!”

“Of course, it’s embarrassing! Do you want to humiliate me in front of my sister?!”

Watching the two bicker, Sehee shrugged her shoulders.

‘Well, Dayoung is one thing, but Pepe is bound to raise eyebrows with anyone,’ she thought.

After all, who would expect to see a frog with wings walking upright and eating beef-and-shrimp porridge with a spoon? It was a scene straight out of a fantasy novel.

“Let me explain. This is Pepe, Dayoung’s hero partner.”

“Huh? Bitch Sehee! Didn’t I explain already?”

“Not yet.”

Sehee had intended to share everything after hearing Ajin’s story, but Ajin had passed out before that could happen.

Now, Ajin was left wide-eyed and bewildered, unable to process the situation.

‘It might be better to show rather than explain,’ Sehee thought.

Putting down her spoon, she focused.

Fwoosh!

A brilliant light filled the dining table, and when it faded, Sehee stood adorned in her hero’s gear.

“Agh! My eyes! What kind of table manners is this?!” Pepe complained, covering his eyes.

Ignoring Pepe’s grumbling, Sehee turned to Ajin, who was staring at her in shock.

“Let me introduce myself properly.”

She flicked her hair back with a confident smile.

“I’m a former hero who saved another world and now works as a streamer. Dayoung over there is the same.”

“What?!”

“You’re not the only hero, Ajin. We’re all heroes.”

Ajin gawked, stunned, as Sehee delivered the final blow.

“Welcome to the hero party.”

***

Over breakfast, Sehee explained everything—how she was summoned to another world, became a hero, and eventually returned to Earth.

She also detailed meeting Dayoung through gaming and how their partnership began. 

Ajin listened in a daze.

“I try to help heroes in trouble whenever I can. Right now, that’s just Dayoung.”

“Then… is that why you chose me?” Ajin asked hesitantly.

“I picked you as an editor because of your skills. I only learned you were a hero after we first met. But…”

Sehee smiled warmly at Ajin, whose eyes were filled with hope.

“I wanted to help you, so I reached out even more.”

Having poured her heart out the night before, Sehee felt no hesitation in offering comfort.

Tears welled in Ajin’s eyes.

“Meeting you really was fate.”

“Tch,” Dayoung clicked her tongue in mild irritation.

“Haha! An unexpected tearjerker! Cry me a river!” Pepe teased, munching on snacks with enthusiasm.

Feeling the atmosphere settle, Sehee decided it was time to bring up her main point.

After setting the table with tea and snacks, the four of them—including Pepe—gathered.

Sehee looked at them seriously.

“Dayoung showing up was sudden, but it worked out. There’s something I need to discuss with all of you.”

“What’s so important that I have to hear it too?” Dayoung asked, tilting her head.

“It’s more of a confession—and a request.”

“If it’s a favor from you, I’ll do anything,” Ajin said with determination.

Taking a deep breath, Sehee prepared herself. 


This could be a turning point, and she needed courage.

“I…”

She decided to be direct.

“I want to collect all of you heroes.”



 
  Chapter 62: The Demon King-like Hero’s Persuasion


Both Dayoung and Ajin tilted their heads in confusion.

“Collecting? Sister? Collecting us? Why? For what? Why use the word ‘collecting’?”

Countless questions followed one after another. 

The more they struggled to find an answer, the more new hooks seemed to emerge from nowhere.

“Wait, I don’t get it… What does that mean?”

After running numerous calculations in her head but failing to reach a conclusion, Dayoung was the first to ask. All eyes turned to Sehee.

“Well, I can’t explain it in detail yet because it’s still in the planning stages….”

Sehee mumbled the last part and popped a snack into her mouth.

Watching her, Dayoung thought, ‘Could it be that my sister is feeling shy?’

It struck her as odd. 

‘When was the last time Sehee had avoided a topic so blatantly like this?’

***

After three minutes of suspenseful hesitation, the growing frustration was palpable. 

Just as everyone seemed about to lose their patience, Sehee broke the silence.

“Hmm, before I explain, let me ask first. None of you are currently affiliated with an agency, right?”

“Well, I’m a freelancer streamer, so no.”

“Same here. I don’t belong anywhere.”

“Got it. That makes things easier.”

Sehee took a sip of tea to steady herself, then calmly declared her intention.

“I’m thinking of starting a streamer agency.”

“An agency? Like an MCN?”

Dayoung asked for clarification, and Sehee nodded.

“Sort of. Not exactly like that, but I want to recruit all of you. If I had to describe it, I’d call it… scouting?”

“I’m all in! With my skills, I can handle editing for a hundred streamers on my own, so please exploit me to your heart’s content!”

Ajin’s enthusiastic declaration left Dayoung deep in thought.

‘That Ajin can say that so easily because she’s an editor. Whether it’s a streamer or a company, she’ll just get editing requests. But for me, already being a streamer, this is a topic that requires careful consideration.’

‘I didn’t want to think this way, but…’

‘If I joined the agency, what benefit would it bring me?’

These pragmatic thoughts left a bitter taste in her mouth. 

First, she needed to assess the current state of her channel.

She had regained her former glory, and with a bit more effort, she could reach an even greater level of fame. 

However, there was an issue: Sehee’s streaming channel, “Friede,” was growing at a far faster rate than her own, “Forming.”

‘If I joined under her, what would happen?’

There would inevitably be overlapping streaming times. 

‘Would her streams get overshadowed by Sehee’s?’

‘On the flip side, it could increase my audience… but still, this is tricky.’

Another doubt lingered, and finally, Dayoung couldn’t resist asking.

“Sis, you don’t really need an agency. Even if you keep streaming as an independent creator, things will work out just fine. Why are you doing this?”

Dayoung’s question was straightforward: Sehee, the owner of the rising Friede channel, had no clear motive to undertake such an effort.

Friede’s content was solely focused on “Soul Warfare,” yet it was thriving. 

Starting from the tutorial phase to max-level challenges, Sehee was considered a cheat-level streamer.

As long as she didn’t make a major blunder, the Friede channel was destined for continuous success.

Among gamers and streamers, those regarded as “legends” received nearly celebrity-level treatment.

‘With such a rosy future ahead, why go through the hassle of managing an agency?’

Sehee scratched her cheek and averted her gaze.

“I’m not planning to make it a big operation. I just want to do something small with people I know. But if you need a reason… it’s this.”

Sehee pointed her finger at Dayoung and Ajin.

“Heroes deserve workplace injury insurance.”

“What?”

“Is this some kind of weird prank, Sehee?”

“Hold on. Calm down and listen.”

Sehee raised her hands to settle the group before continuing.

“After watching what Dayoung and Ajin have been through, I’ve been thinking. We heroes have suffered so much. If I had been summoned to a different world, I might have endured similar hardships or worse.”

“That’s true…”

“So, a thought occurred to me. What would happen if a hero, unable to cope with reality, went on a rampage with nothing to lose?”

Dayoung and Ajin fell silent at her words.

The laws of Earth restrained the power of heroes, likely to prevent them from causing chaos. 

Otherwise, it would’ve been impossible to suppress their abilities so thoroughly.

But as the saying goes, even worms will wriggle when stepped on. 

There were ways for heroes to temporarily regain their original power, though it came with significant risks.

“Let me ask you. If you were to use that power, how much damage could you cause?”

“Well…”

Neither wanted to answer. 

“A hero going on a rampage was no different from a Demon King’s actions.”

“Of course, such a rampage wasn’t some convenient, easily accessible feature. But just thinking about it…”

“At worst, you’d end up like a pile of half-burned firewood—overloading yourself and dying before even starting a rampage.”

“Still, the possibility that innocent lives could be lost wasn’t zero. No one dared to voice such thoughts aloud.”

“So, that’s why. A sanctuary for heroes… Doesn’t that sound worthwhile?”

***

“Big sister!”

Ajin wiped her tears, clearly moved. 

Watching her, Dayoung thought she was being dramatic but couldn’t help feeling…

‘I can relate to this.’

Considering the hardships she’d faced due to the remnants of the Demon King, she could understand.

There were already three heroes here, and there might be more out there. 

It would be naive to assume all of them were in a comfortable situation.

Regardless of how the plan would proceed, Dayoung found herself resonating deeply with Sehee’s intentions.

“Then where are you going to get the capital? Most MCNs barely make a profit. There’s a limit to pouring water into a bottomless jar.”

Sure, Sehee owned a massive luxury villa in Gangnam, which meant she had money. 

But whether it would be enough for her plans was a different matter.

‘If you’re going to do it, do it right.’

Dayoung had no intention of putting herself into a doomed project with a shaky future due to lack of funding.

At Dayoung’s concern, Sehee shook her head lightly as if brushing away her worries.

“I earned a lot during my time as a hero in another world. There’s plenty of capital.”

“How much?”

“Initial investment… about this much.”

The number displayed on Sehee’s smartphone screen was so massive that Dayoung, Ajin, and even Pepe widened their eyes in disbelief.

‘Why was she even streaming?’

“Alright, I’m heading out.”

“See you later, Sehee, you sly fox.”

“I’m going too, big sis.”

The meeting concluded since it was late, and the plan was still too abstract for further discussion.

But at least Dayoung had gained a better understanding of Sehee’s purpose, which was valuable enough for now.

***

As they stepped out of Sehee’s house, Ajin remarked, “Huh, it’s happening again.”

“Oh, you’re back to being Ajin, huh?”

“It’s because this house is under my sister’s blessing. Once you leave, the effect naturally disappears. So, what about you?”

“What about me…?”

“Are you going to go along with her?”

“O-Of course I will!”

“…Alright.”

‘Must be nice to just focus on editing work. No complicated decisions needed.’

Their bond wasn’t deep enough to have significant exchanges, as they’d only known each other for a short time. 

Trusting Sehee this much was, in a way, strange.

***

“Let’s split up here. My direction is this way…”

“Fine, suit yourself.”

Without Sehee as a central point, they parted ways without much sentiment.

As Dayoung walked alone, Pepe, who had been stirring inside her bag, spoke up in a low voice.

“So, what are you going to do, Dayoung?”

“Honestly, I don’t know. I’ll have to think about it.”

“It had all come too suddenly, and the plan was still too vague to draw any conclusions.”

“But why is Sehee reaching into the streaming world?”

At Pepe’s question, Dayoung gave a small laugh.

‘She probably thinks it’s the job that best suits the diverse talents of heroes. She herself is a streamer, after all.’

“And you, Pepe? Do you think it’ll work out?”

“Why not? With the enormous capital our boss has, anything is possible.”

‘Yeah, right.’

***

Left alone in the silent room, Dayoung’s heart still raced from lingering tension.

Her face twisted strangely, though not from pain or discomfort.

No, this was probably exhilaration.

The kind of thrill you feel after overcoming a challenge in an extreme game.

“Those two will probably join in the end.”

She was sure they felt a deep resonance with Sehee’s idea. 

Although no definitive answers had been reached, they weren’t at that stage yet.

Even shaping their hearts this much was already an achievement.

Now, she needed to tackle the tasks ahead, starting with the global STK Battle Tournament, also known as “Brawl.”

It was currently one of the leading games in global esports, and its audience engagement far surpassed that of ordinary amateur competitions.

This time, she had to win the tournament decisively.

‘Even against that pro gamer named Lotus…’

If she could do that, her stream would sail forward like a ship riding the wind.

From there, she could continue building her channel and fully activate her plan to gather heroes.

***

Sinking into the couch, she reflected on persuading Dayoung and Ajin earlier.

“To save the heroes….”

Even now, it sounded crazy.


‘How had she come up with such an idea?’

It was such a perfect justification, enough to convince Dayoung and Ajin.

Raising an imaginary glass, she praised her own brilliance despite it being broad daylight.

“Cheers~!”



 
  Chapter 63: I’ll play hard


-Friede777 Panel Board-

[Room master, come here ASAP, dammit!]

“What’s the point of making a panel board to share announcements if you just abandon it now? Why aren’t you posting updates or even showing up for the stream? Explain yourself!!!”

[ZekeGarterBelt: Just watch the entire stream on repeat like me, you scrub ♥]

[KimKkaetullaKku: LMAO, that’s the bare minimum, trash~]

[Theminator: Excuse me… is that backtalk?!]

[MidirWhoEatsSister: I’m holding my breath until sis comes back to streaming. Huff!]

[IlgwangSmallSword: They’re already dead, folks.]

[Maybe she’s grinding it out with her boyfriend right now.]

“She seems pretty young, doesn’t she? If a woman at her peak just vanishes without a word, what else could it mean?”

[ToothpickGeneral: Take note, newbie—this is a clear ‘romantic encounter’ angle.]

[Theminator: Shut your mouth, jerk! Our sis isn’t that kind of person.]

[Washbasin: Nope, you’re wrong. Your sister Friede’s been busy getting thoroughly wrecked by now.]

[IlgwangSmallSword: Geez, your wording is filthy. Later, I’ll report this to the master and get you banned.]

***

[Why are Friede’s streams so short, anyway?]

“Forget skipping streams. She clocks out at three hours like she’s a civil servant. Shouldn’t she be working harder while she’s on a roll?”

[TinySavingsBankruptcy: Because our sis is loaded, duh.]

[ZekeGarterBelt: Have you seen Friede’s character customization? This isn’t something a broke streamer could pull off, lmao.]

[FriedeLifeAcademy: It’s widely accepted she’s a rich hobby streamer.]

[SweetGentleGuy: ‘Widely accepted’? More like a nerdy simp headcanon, lmao.]

[Theminator: (info) By the way, check her outfit—there’s no guard on her thighs. Super hot, am I right?]

[KimKkaetullaKku: Leggings under armor? Absolutely irresistible.]

[IlgwangSmallSword: If you look closely, her breastplate has a slit leading right to the cleavage. Seems intentional, lmao. Armor-breast integration FTW.]

[BbaeBbaeKing: Y’all are hopeless degenerates, lol.]

***

[Miss Friede, we’re all freezing out here!]

“Please, let us in. Show us your shining hero self. We’d even settle for seeing you smashing monsters with a broken stick. Oh no… I’m losing feeling in my body!”

[SweetGentleGuy: And that’s how someone died.]

[MidirWhoEatsSister: At this rate, all the thirsty guys here will become corpses too.]

[ZekeGarterBelt: Sis should change her job title from Light Hero to Necromancer Hero.]

[yaSergei: Bummer. What a waste!]

***

[By the way, Friede didn’t even play Soul War yesterday, huh?]

“She’s got guts for skipping streams and not practicing. This time’s prize pool is way bigger than before, and they say every top-tier streamer and elite player is joining. It’s like Armageddon. One week… isn’t that a short time to prepare for the tournament? What if she loses?”

[IlgwangSmallSword: No clue.]

[yaSergei: What else? She’ll crash and burn, lol.]

[ZekeGarterBelt: But if she loses and we get a teary ‘loser self-consolation’ stream, that’d be worth it. I’m first in line for that.]

[TinySavingsBankruptcy: Tears of defeat sound delicious.]

[ToothpickGeneral: The proper line is, ‘Just kill me already.’ Anyway, that’s my vote.]

[SweetGentleGuy: I curse these degenerates in my head, but I find myself liking their comments more and more.]

***

[Hello, this is Friede.]

“Starting the stream now.”

The stream began with a straightforward greeting, but the chat spiraled into chaos, as usual.

After days of being busy with the so-called Hero Office arrangements, I had to take an unexpected break. Now the reactions were out of control.

[Why are you only showing up now, sis? ㅠㅠ]

[Phew, hopping on quickly^^]

[Why didn’t you come yesterday? Do you want me to die?]

[Stream.]

[Fine… Just this once, sensei.]

[Yes.]

[Posting an announcement three minutes before starting… This makes me question why you even bothered with the panel board.]

[If you skip another stream without notice, I’ll track you down and give you a piece of my mind -,.-]

[Stream.]

[Like you know where she lives, lmao.]

***

Now that I was back, the chat was more unhinged than ever. 

It felt like a swarm of goldfish cramming through a narrow crack, as the viewer count surged by the hundreds in just three minutes.

‘Do these people even have lives outside of my stream?’ I thought, bemused.

“Yesterday, I was too busy with personal matters to even think about announcements. There’s just been so much going on… Believe it or not.”

[Look at her tone—what a piece of work.]

[Is she saying she doesn’t care if we believe her?]

[Sis is just a baby, a baby. You have to forgive her.]

[No, we’re the babies. Comfort us, ma’am.]

[ZekeGarterBelt donated 50,000 won: Filter out the thirsty dudes, sis. How’s the tournament prep going?]

“Ah, Zeke, thank you for the 50,000 won donation. The tournament, huh? That’s a tough one. Everyone’s been buzzing about the chaos in the community lately.”

[So, are you saying you’re giving up on the tournament?]

[Hey! How dare you say that to sis, you heretic!]

“Giving up is absolutely not an option. I think it’s time I started preparing now.”

Right, it’s a tournament. There’s no way I could recklessly jump in without any preparation.

Although I hadn’t openly declared it to the viewers, it was natural to assume that anyone entering a tournament would aim for victory. 

For me, targeting not just the win but the symbolic ‘Lotus,’ failure wasn’t something I could afford to consider.

So, the answer was simple.

“Starting today, I’ll go all-in until I hit Challenger tier. Donations and missions are temporarily off.”

[Wow, big news incoming!]

[Breaking: Friede declares hardcore gaming mode!]

[It’s kind of exciting to see it outright, sensei.]

[Sis, there’s no one in Grandmaster who can touch you anyway.]

[The rank system’s a bit annoying since no matter how many wins you have, you still need to hit the minimum number of matches.]

[Lol, honestly, she’s probably already playing in Challenger by now.]

The reactions were mostly positive. 

A few grumbled about donations and missions being disabled, but it wasn’t a big issue—easily buried under the sheer volume of the chat’s enthusiastic responses.

I adjusted the settings on my panel to disable donations and missions. Then…

Before me was a list of the custom skins I owned.

I hesitated for a moment before confidently selecting the first one.

A holy ensemble of a golden cape and silver armor—the strongest skin that represented Friede: The Light Hero.

“It’s been a while since I used the Light Hero skin. I’ll stick with it until the end.”

Returning to my original form, Hero of Light, Friede, I couldn’t help but smile as the chat erupted in wild cheers.

***

STK Gaming Club’s marketing and PR teams were exceptionally busy, even during the off-season.

The reason? Preparing for the Soul Warfare Amateur League—better known as the Chaos Tournament—in collaboration with streaming channels.

“Even after narrowing it down, it’s still this many participants? Guess the triple prize money was worth it… Geez.”

The marketing team leader reviewed the list of 300 participants with a mix of satisfaction and exasperation.

‘Back in the day, esports clubs were seen as perpetual money pits, burdens draining their parent companies dry.’

But with the advent of virtual reality and the expansion of streaming platforms, some clubs had started to turn a profit, including STK.

Having produced three legendary pro gamers and rapidly capitalized on the potential of VR gaming, STK was now one of the rare clubs operating in the black, making events like this tournament feasible.

In the past, organizing their own tournament would have been unthinkable. 

The team leader couldn’t help but recall his senior colleagues’ struggles to achieve profitability in the early days.

“A list of famous streamers and top-tier players likely to join the tournament has been compiled separately here.”

“Let me see.”

As the team leader reviewed the list, a satisfied smile spread across his face.

In online VR tournaments, while the number of participants was crucial, the quality of the final matches was even more important.

With a fast-paced tournament format, the spotlight naturally fell on the final 16. 

Securing notable gamers or streamers to maintain audience interest was critical.

To that end, they had increased the prize pool and reached out to top-tier players—whether streamers or regular gamers—without hesitation.

As a result, they’d secured around 40 prominent participants. 

The effort was clearly paying off.

“We’ve gathered pretty much everyone we could.”

“To go further, we’d need to bring in pro team players.”

“True enough.”

As the team leader scanned the list, his eyes caught on a name.

“Friede?”

“Yes, she’s currently in Grandmaster, but I saw on her stream earlier that she’s aiming for Challenger.”

Friede—a rising star in Soul Warfare and a streamer who was quickly making waves.

A highly skilled female player who had entered the top tier, she was particularly famous for using unconventional weapons or playstyles to outsmart opponents with sheer skill.

One of the staff shrugged, adding with a grin, “Even Lotus seems fired up watching Friede’s stream. She’s been playing hardcore lately.”

“Well, she probably sees her as a rival. Up until now, Lotus was considered the strongest female player. For us, as long as the league succeeds, that’s all that matters.”

The tournament had another purpose: scouting new talent. But that was more for the scouting and strategy analysis teams to handle.

From a marketing perspective, though, Friede was undeniably an asset worth noting.

‘Her popularity is this high even without a face reveal.’

The clues about Friede’s appearance were few—just glimpses of her lips under her helmet, her smooth, elegant jawline, and the hint of a beautiful profile from behind.

Even with such limited information, the community had been buzzing with speculation and excitement.

If her eventual face reveal lived up to the community’s lofty expectations…

‘A new star joins Lotus as a talented and beautiful female gamer…’

‘Her value would skyrocket.’

‘Maybe they should preemptively recruit her as an exclusive streamer for the club?’

What began as a casual thought quickly grew into a serious consideration.

“Ah, what a headache.”

For a change of pace, the team leader opened his smartphone and logged into the Twitch channel hosting Friede’s stream.


Since he was already logged in, the chat option was enabled. 

Even though donations and missions were off, it didn’t matter for casual participation.

Watching Friede’s flashy gameplay, he typed a message with a smile.

[STKBestWarrior: Sis, heuuuung!]



 
  Chapter 64: Me too, and you too… To the king once it’s started


Soul Warfare is often described as a game that deepens the more you explore it.

Of course, if you were to post something like this in the community, you’d likely be met with a barrage of jeers and scoffs.

And for good reason—at lower tiers, it’s common to see players mindlessly spamming combat skills until they’re exhausted or swinging their weapons wildly like windmills only to self-destruct.

Narrow vision leaves them exposed to archers, turning them into pincushions, or worse, they get surrounded by foot soldiers and beaten senseless like a dusty rug on a rainy day.

Sometimes, they even waste time battling objectives in an utterly futile contest.

But at the so-called “heavenly tier,” the game takes on a completely different aspect.

Reading the map and managing distance during face-offs is a given.

Since every part of the body counts as a hitbox, physical ability plays an even greater role than stats or weapons—more so than in other games.

For example…

“Like now!”

The gleaming, half-broken blade of my greatsword parried an overhead slash with finesse.

For a moment, I thought the enemy knight in iron armor would stagger, but without missing a beat, he pulled his sword back and lunged forward, shoving with his shoulder.

“Ugh!”

I leaped back, narrowly evading him.

But his predatory glare, like that of a beast refusing to lose its prey, was followed by a raging storm of greatsword swings.

It was as if a person had uprooted a telephone pole and was now using it as a weapon.

Hesitating even for a second would mean being caught in the whirlwind of that massive blade, leaving my body shredded to pieces.

Dodging with minimal movement, I avoided the cutting trajectories of his sword.

No matter how fierce the wind, even the strongest storm can’t uproot deeply rooted reeds.

“Te-Shat!”

The enemy shouted a thunderous battle cry, akin to the roar of a beast.

A lesser player might have been startled, their wits scattered by such an earth-shaking sound.

In this virtual reality game, such creative attempts to unsettle an opponent were amusing in their own way.

But that wasn’t his main attack.

-CRASH!

The greatsword scraped across the smooth castle floor, reversing its arc in a rising slash meant to cleave me from below.

It was an attack designed to yank me out of my evasive movements entirely.

“Haah!”

Releasing the tension in my coiled muscles, I sprang back with a tumbling roll, evading the sword’s path.

My tumble took me about three steps back, leaving the greatsword to slice through empty air.

Seeing his attack fail, the iron knight charged at me again, aiming to finish me off as I landed unsteadily.

‘So much stamina left, even after all this?’

‘Had he dumped his stats entirely into strength, ignoring even the smallest bit of recovery?’

I was at a disadvantage, landing clumsily and unable to dodge in time.

‘If that’s the case…’

Gripping the broken blade of my greatsword firmly, I awaited his oncoming strike.

In that split-second moment, when time seemed to stretch on endlessly, the broken blade reflected a glimmer of light.

-Thud!

The fractured greatsword pierced the surface of the knight’s colossal weapon, disrupting its monstrous momentum.

No matter how strong he was, his weapon recoiled, leaving him briefly staggered.

Seizing the moment, I slid my broken blade along his deflected sword, driving it straight into his chest.

“Damn!”

A surprised curse erupted from within the iron armor just before the blade struck home.

He was surprisingly honest in his reactions.

The fractured blade pierced through his torso.

A critical hit from such a vital strike resulted in an instant kill, as if it were a perfect parry.

His body slumped lifelessly to the ground.

“Phew!”

What a tough opponent.

This iron knight was the ace of the opposing team—the same one that had wiped out my team in the labyrinth on the opposite side.

Just barely, the tide of the battle had shifted in our favor, allowing us to push through the center.

I, along with two teammates, had intercepted him and his squad of three.

Had I slipped up even slightly, I might have been the one lying here instead.

His skill was truly exceptional.

The range disadvantage with my broken greatsword had made it nearly impossible to counterattack.

He even seemed to anticipate my parries, carefully positioning his strikes at the edge of his blade.

This was no lower-tier player; this was someone from the mid-tier heavenly league.

Perhaps I’d only faced the weakest of the heavenly league’s “Four Kings” before now.

‘This is fun.’

[Friede Season #200 Highlights on!]

[Wow, taking down someone like him in the heavenly league? That’s crazy.]

[LOL, how many tumbling rolls did they just pull off in a row?]

[Are you secretly a gymnast IRL?]

[Didn’t they say Lotus was a gymnast before gaming?]

[Apparently, flexibility and agility make a big difference. Heard some master swordsman in the league is a fencing club veteran.]

I was once a hero too.

But there was no need to reveal that, so I just smiled.

This is the essence of the game.

Stats influence what gear you can equip, and they determine system-applied effects like stagger, groggy states, or bleeding. But that’s about it.

All defense, evasion, attacks, and movements beyond the basic combat skills are entirely up to the player.

In other words, this game demands physical skill more than anything else.

How exactly does physical ability in reality affect a virtual game?

Apparently, the avatar creation process scans your body with remarkable precision.

I’m not a specialist in that field, so I’ll skip the technical details.

Now, I have five matches left to win.

Five victories will secure my place in the legendary Challenger tier.

And that’s the story so far.

I was currently grinding hard to enter the Challenger tier—a relentless grind known as “To the King Once Started.”

It might feel long or short, depending on perspective, but for me, it was the end of a one-day break, marked by the start of another streaming session.

As always, I was pushing forward to climb the Challenger ladder.

***

[Sensei, have you analyzed the level of streamers participating this time? They’re no joke!]

[You idiots, Friede destroyed even Sujo. Do you think she’d care about the rest? LOL.]

[Viewers… giving advice?]

[But this brawl really is brutal. Even Sujo wouldn’t stand a chance. It’s like the Tenkaichi Budokai on steroids.]

[Last year was okay, but this year’s lineup is insane.]

[Friede fans, don’t cry when your girl gets wrecked, LOL.]

[Kick this troll out of the chat!]

[Looks like STK put their full effort into hosting this.]

[Yeah, just to groom rookies and sell them off to other teams in the end.]

[You noobs still don’t get it? The tradition of this “legendary showdown” has been the same since forever. It’s always been about Friede smashing heads.]

[At this rate, they’ll keep worshipping STK even with broken skulls.]

[LET’S GO!!!!!]

The viewers were clamoring for an analysis of the participating streamers and players, but what could I say?

I had my pride as a man—no, as a person.

If I kept winning, my profile would inevitably be exposed during the finals.

Wouldn’t it be underwhelming to be labeled a Grandmaster instead of a Challenger in such a situation?

I simply didn’t have time to waste on analysis. 

I had to hit Challenger tier as quickly as possible.

The nickname “Friede” and the title “Challenger” weren’t just ordinary keywords—they carried weight.

In the end, it was all about this:

‘I just wanted to look cool.’

Even heroes have money, and a sense of pride.

***

“Ugh.”

Lotus—let out a heavy sigh as she logged out.

As the only female gamer in the Soul Warfare league, she drew significant attention.

Though her raw skill wasn’t quite on par with Warden, she was still capable of competing with the top-tier players.

But even for someone like her, the skill she had just witnessed left a heavy impression.

“Damn, this is tough.”

What she saw in Friede’s stream was unbelievable.

Using a broken greatsword—a weapon no one else would even consider picking—Friede had defeated an opponent clad in iron armor wielding a proper greatsword.

The seamless dodges and continuous tumbling to evade the giant weapon’s onslaught were nothing short of astonishing.

“I should practice that too.”

In a dry voice tinged with exhaustion, Cha Eunha saved the moves she’d just observed.

Her days had become monotonous.

She would wake up, stretch, and then review Friede’s streams.

She meticulously analyzed the super plays Friede showcased.

It wasn’t difficult to select which moments to analyze—countless highlight clips from every broadcast season were readily available.

She would then incorporate those moves, plays, and instincts into her own ranked games.

As a top-tier player herself, ranked in the top 20 of the Challenger league, Cha Eunha often faced opponents equally skilled.

She anticipated receiving valuable feedback on her Friede-inspired gameplay.

Of course, it wasn’t easy at first.

The moves were complex, requiring precise control, and mistakes piled up frequently.

Impatient or hot-tempered teammates didn’t hesitate to scold her openly.

But the fear of being obliterated by Friede drove her to relentless practice.

She endured the grueling process, sharpening her skills without giving up.

And then…

‘I’ve caught up, somewhat.’

Cha Eunha recalled her performance in yesterday’s ranked game, where she had carried her team.

Her movements and controls had started to resemble Friede’s .

Though it had been only a few days of practice, she had sacrificed sleep and dedicated all her time to Soul Warfare, yielding noticeable results.

Friede’s style was characterized by fluid, acrobatic movements that consistently caught opponents off guard.

For Cha Eunha, who had once dreamed of becoming a gymnast, these moves felt achievable with intense practice.

However, as she continued following in Friede’s footsteps, one question lingered in her mind like a persistent shadow.

It was about one thing:

‘The broken greatsword.’

Cha Eunha, who always picked the best weapons, couldn’t understand Friede’s deliberate choice of the worst.

It didn’t sit right with her.

As a professional gamer affiliated with a team, using a broken greatsword was a risky move for Cha Eunha.

If someone reported her for trolling, it could tarnish not only her reputation but also her team’s image.

‘Still, I want to face her on equal footing.’

‘But how?’

‘The answer was simple.’

‘If she couldn’t use that weapon…’


‘Then I’ll make her use one of equal caliber.’

Cha Eunha’s gaze turned cold, her eyes sharper than ever.

A chilling breeze seemed to pass through her room.

It was the calm before the storm.



 
  Chapter 65: What? Give me back my weapon!


“What… What?”

“What kind of nonsense is this?”

The marketing team leader’s bewildered response made the manager of Lotus―Cha Eunha grimace.

However, as a manager, it was his duty to clearly convey the player’s position and requests to the organization. Steeling his resolve, he calmly reiterated, “Lotus―Cha Eunha is preparing for this brawl tournament with as much dedication as the regular season. It shows how committed she is to giving her all.”

“And how does that relate to the request you’re making now? Are you saying Lotus actually made such a request?”

“Yes, unbelievable as it sounds, it’s true.”

“Well, saying this at the last minute…”

The marketing team leader’s lament left the meeting room’s atmosphere icy.

Lotus’ request, conveyed through her manager, was simple: to permanently ban a specific weapon category from the upcoming brawl tournament, preventing participants from choosing it.

Normally, Soul Warfare tournaments—including the regular season—allowed all weapons during the pick-ban process. 

Exceptions were made only when bugs or errors caused severe game-breaking issues.

Even if a weapon was considered overpowered or utterly useless, Soul Warfare adhered to this unwritten rule.

So for Lotus to demand a change that violated these conventions and altered tournament regulations was no trivial matter, especially for the marketing team leader.

There was a risk of backlash from fans accusing the team of bending rules arbitrarily. 

Noise marketing, even if intentional, wouldn’t justify this kind of controversy.

It was no wonder the team members remained silent, hesitant to agree to such a precarious demand.

Even if the request came from Lotus, the star player and successor to the legendary Warden, none dared to voice their support.

***

As the room fell into silence, with everyone merely gauging their boss’s reaction, Lotus’ manager calmly continued her explanation.

“Lotus wants every participant to give their best in this tournament. She wants the top-performing player to emerge victorious so she can face them at their peak.”

“Finding someone who isn’t giving their all in this brawl tournament would already be challenging, wouldn’t you agree?”

The total prize pool for the brawl was 100 million won, with 60 million won reserved for the winner.

The prestige carried by being part of the world’s top esports organization was immense, built on consistent investment over time.

Although this was a once-a-year event, the stakes were incredibly high.

In addition to the significant prize money, the winner also secured a partnership with STK’s streaming service, gaining promotional boosts.

Depending on their performance, they might even join the team as a reserve or main squad player.

While this decision was subject to consensus between the analysis team and the organization’s pro players, it was rare to see another amateur tournament offering such opportunities.

“Of course, I understand that. But Lotus specifically pointed out one individual among the participants.”

“And who might that be?”

Adjusting his glasses, the manager answered, “Friede.”

The team leader’s lips clamped shut, and the manager seized the opportunity to press further.

“I understand Soul Warfare’s tradition of allowing all weapons. It aligns with the developer’s vision of valuing freedom and respecting every player’s choice. However…”

He knew it was time to reframe Lotus’ stance in a way that could sway the team leader.

“As you’re well aware, there are certain weapons with extremely low pick rates. For example, the one Friede uses…”

“The Broken Greatsword…”

“Exactly. Weapons like that.”

The team leader let out an ambiguous groan.

The Broken Greatsword, Wooden Club, and Branding Iron—known collectively as the “Soul Warfare No-Hope Trio.”

Rumor had it that if players of equal skill faced off and one chose one of these three weapons, they’d lose 100% of the time.

Their dismal performance made them infamous.

So much so that they were called “data scraps,” devoid of redeeming qualities compared to any other weapon in their category.

Despite occasional calls for buffs, particularly for the Branding Iron and Broken Greatsword due to their unique concepts, they were met with silence.

***

“This brawl tournament is supposed to be a high-level showdown among top-tier players. Bringing a weapon like the Broken Greatsword to such an event is disrespectful to opponents.”

“Furthermore, if someone were to win with such a weapon, it might highlight Friede’s skill but could harm the tournament’s overall quality. If a mishap were to occur during a match between Friede and Lotus…”

“Are you saying Lotus is worried about losing to Friede?”

“No. Lotus isn’t contemplating defeat. She’s simply striving for victory. This is my personal opinion—ensuring the player’s protection is natural.”

“An amateur defeating a pro player with the Broken Greatsword…”

“It wasn’t a situation anyone could easily accept.”

“Although STK was the most popular team, it also had the most vocal critics.”

“Handing the haters such prime material to attack their ace player wasn’t worth the risk.”

“And this was just an amateur tournament.”

“If anything went wrong, and the player’s mentality crumbled, it could lead to a performance drop in the next season.”

The manager’s reasoning was not without merit.

***

“And Lotus said something else.”

“Yes?”

The team leader, now visibly uneasy, braced himself.

The manager smiled faintly and added, “Don’t you all want to see Friede’s true skill with a proper weapon?”

The room fell silent, mouths agape in unspoken astonishment.

Indeed, the current Soul Warfare community buzz revolved around Friede.

And Lotus, chosen as the tournament’s final boss, was the perfect counterpart for a showdown.

While Friede’s early elimination was possible, the prospect of a match between Friede, the top amateur, and Lotus, the pro champion, was enticing.

It had all the makings of a gripping storyline.

The manager’s speech concluded, leaving only the decision to be made.

***

“We understand the manager’s words and the player’s stance. However…”

The team leader sighed deeply, finalizing his response.

“Even so, banning specific weapons cannot proceed. For reasons previously explained…”

“But if Friede wins using the Broken Greatsword, or faces Lotus with it, what do you think will happen?”

The manager interrupted, pushing his argument further.

The team leader calmly replied, “Whether Lotus wins or loses… neither outcome will be well-received.”

If Lotus won, people would dismiss it as “of course, it was just the Broken Greatsword.”

If she lost, they’d mock her for being defeated by such a weapon.

It was an inescapable trap for the player—a lose-lose scenario.

Fans would undoubtedly fuel the flames, but arbitrarily changing the rules would undermine the organization’s fairness.

Fans weren’t foolish; they’d recognize a targeted ban out of fear of an amateur player.

Even for an event tournament, damaging the team’s image wasn’t worth it.

***

“There’s no guarantee Friede will win. So far, Friede has only faced challengers in the lower Grandmaster tier.”

“While the outcome is unpredictable, basing a decision solely on speculation and one player’s request is impossible.”

“If that’s the case, then Lotus…”

“If we were to enforce a targeted ban, the narrative would shift: ‘Lotus needed the organization to rig the rules to justify her loss.’ The internet thrives on such drama, doesn’t it?”

“As harsh as it sounded, it was the truth.”

“If she’s so worried, why doesn’t Lotus just use the Broken Greatsword as well? If they battle with the same weapon, people won’t criticize too much.”

“I actually mentioned that, but Lotus refused, saying she must do her best to win as a professional.”

Seeing the manager’s frustration as he held his head, the team leader shook his head in disbelief.

Lotus’ strong sense of pride was proving to be a hindrance at a time like this.

‘I’ve always been uneasy about her strong ego, and now it’s coming back to bite us.’

“If it were Warden, with his mindset of dedication to the team, he might have willingly used the Broken Greatsword.”

“Last year, Warden had participated, but they couldn’t keep exhausting the same player every year.”

“Plus, they had hoped to leverage Lotus as a female pro for promotional purposes.”

‘Who knew this would turn into such a misstep…?’

While Lotus’ reasoning wasn’t entirely wrong, her knack for exhausting those around her left the team leader sighing in resignation.

‘In a way, he could somewhat sympathize with the manager’s predicament.’

‘What to do…’

‘Though he said otherwise, the team leader had to admit that Friede was an exceptional player with a strong chance of winning.’

‘If Friede ended up facing Lotus, the manager’s concerns wouldn’t be entirely misplaced.’

As he racked his brain for a solution, the team leader wiped the sweat off his increasingly shiny forehead and muttered,

“Let’s impose a usage limit.”

“What?”

“What?”

“Huh?”

“We can’t ban the weapon outright, but we can restrict the number of times any weapon can be used during the tournament. This brawl isn’t just for publicity; it’s also about discovering new talent.”

“Ah!”

Everyone in the meeting room turned their attention to the team leader, who, brimming with enthusiasm, elaborated on his idea.

The assistant clapped in agreement.

“That sounds reasonable. If we limit weapon usage, participants will have to use a variety of weapons. For aspiring pros, versatility is a must. The justification isn’t bad.”

“And it might reduce the chances of Friede using the Broken Greatsword against Lotus.”

“Right. It’s not a permanent ban on a specific weapon, so it avoids looking like a targeted restriction.”

“But what if Friede saves the Broken Greatsword until the finals?”

The manager voiced his concern, but the team leader simply shook his head.

This was the most they could reasonably offer.

The rest would be up to the participants.

Considering Friede’s obsession with using the Broken Greatsword, there was a chance they might exhaust its usage limit early on.

“Understood. I’ll leave it to you.”

Recognizing the compromise, the manager had no choice but to agree.

All that remained was to convince and coordinate with the player.

As the meeting adjourned, everyone began leaving one by one.

The team leader leaned back in his chair, letting the tension drain from his body.

***

Friede.

A player truly capable of causing a sensation.

Their meteoric rise from unranked to Challenger, using only the Broken Greatsword, was legendary.

Their remarkable feats and magnetic appeal were undeniable, albeit troublesome.

The team leader pulled out his smartphone and zoomed in on an image in his gallery.

It depicted a knight adorned in a cloak of golden waves and holy silver armor, wielding the Broken Greatsword.

It was Friede.

“Friede-nee-chan, forgive me.”

He thought, ‘The Broken Greatsword is great, but wouldn’t it be even more incredible to see you fight with a more elegant weapon?’

“Love you♡”

No one could have imagined that a peculiar, covert desire was the real reason for this suggestion, beyond the practical concerns.

***

The end of a long journey was in sight.

When our team’s tank extinguished the enemy’s final bonfire, the victory message appeared, followed by the MVP highlight.

As the MVP, my avatar stood by the team’s bonfire, burning like a log. 

The flames became a torch illuminating the world.

This third-person cutscene felt strange, as though there were two of me.

Sure, earning MVPs helps unlock rare profile themes as achievements, but that wasn’t the main point.

-Swoosh!

Just like in the MVP cutscene, my profile ignited in fiery splendor, reborn in the blaze.

Unlike the metallic themes matching previous tiers, this was the fiery emblem of the highest rank in Soul Warfare: Challenger.

I, Friede, had finally made it to Challenger tier!

[Friede! Friede! Friede! Friede!]

[Wow, they actually made it!]

[Sis, congrats congrats congrats!]

[An unstoppable winning streak 🔥🔥🔥]

[Friede is a god! Broken Greatsword is unbeatable!]

[Imagine a player using the Broken Greatsword 90% of the time since unranked and reaching Challenger… and they’re a woman! Legend.]

[Friede is the heavenly demon!]

The chat was flooded with congratulatory messages, some of which were a bit embarrassing.

But for now, I didn’t mind.

Even if it was technically spamming, I could let it slide—or rather, I had no choice but to let it slide.

The chat had become a flood akin to the Nile overflowing its banks.

Not that it mattered much at this point.

Reaching Challenger filled me with a sense of pride. 

I decided to savor this moment of triumph a bit longer.

***

I lingered in the Soul Warfare lobby, basking in my achievement.

After about five minutes, an overly enthusiastic text-to-speech alert pulled me out of my reverie.

[10,000 won donation from Sieg Garterbelt: Sis! Huge news! Check the Soul Warfare Outban notice right now!]

[20,000 won donation from Dominator: Our sis is about to be forced back into the ring LOL.]

[25,000 won donation from ‘Midyr Eats Sis’: Time to drop the training weights, sensei.]

Huge news? Forced back? Training weights?

I couldn’t decipher the cryptic messages that sounded like wartime codes.

Following the hints, I navigated to the Soul Warfare Outban site.

At the top of the screen, a banner announced major game news:

【Notice: Changes to STK Brawl Tournament Rules】

‘Rule changes? How does that involve me?’

I clicked on it absentmindedly and began reading the content.

[To introduce more variables in gameplay during the upcoming STK Brawl Tournament, the following rule has been added:

Additional Rule: Weapon usage will be limited to a maximum of two times per weapon during the tournament.


This update will be communicated individually to all participants. Please refer to this when preparing for the tournament.

Thank you.]

The organizers had effectively turned my main weapon into a two-token wonder.

“What the hell? Give me back my weapon!”



 
  Chapter 66: The hero is always ready


Friede777 Panel Bulletin Board

[Friede’s Reaction LOLLOL]

[Big Sis is currently dazed because of the 2-use limit on the Broken Greatsword LOLLOL.]

(Image of Friede staring blankly after reading the announcement.)

“We’ll finally see this ‘tenacious one’ use other weapons to fight.”

“The organizers are playing the long game LOL.”

[Terminator: Big Sis Friede is being forced to revive brutally LOL.]

[ZiegGarterbelt: She’s been sticking to the Broken Greatsword, occasionally role-playing some bizarre theme like a ninja or something, and now she’s done for! Serves her right!]

[DustCollectorBankrupt: It’s like taking off a sandbag LOLLOL.]

[Is this real? Did they seriously change the tournament rules?]

“Each weapon is now limited to 2 uses?”

“Contestants who relied entirely on their main weapon are now done for LOLLOL.”

[SkinnyGuy: LOLLOL.]

[SunlitSmallSword: It won’t be that bad; everyone’s at a certain skill tier… I think?]

[DustCollectorBankrupt: It was strange to rely solely on one weapon before anyway. They said they’re scouting for promising talents too.]

[MidirEatsBigSis: LOL What pro player relies on a single weapon?]

[Washbasin: Do you not understand that if someone gets eliminated from the tournament because they can’t use their main weapon, that’s a problem?]

[MidirEatsBigSis: What’s the problem? If someone can’t adapt and fails to make it through the tournament, do you think they’ll make it in the pro scene? Better to weed them out early.]

[Hope5555: This doesn’t look very professional to me.]

[Doesn’t this mean Friede’s screwed?]

“Her main weapon was the Broken Greatsword, right? She’ll probably be fine… maybe?”

[SweetGuy: Honestly, any weapon she uses should perform better than the Broken Greatsword LOL.]

[DustCollectorBankrupt: Even dual daggers would be better than the Broken Greatsword. The playstyle’s different, but still.]

[Ampadu: If Friede starts using another weapon, this could be her big break.]

[Is this aimed at Friede?]

“If Friede sweeps everyone with the Broken Greatsword, the tournament and everything else will be in shambles, right? Imagine if she completely dominates even Red Lotus. The entire tournament and STK club would be ruined. They’d all lose face from getting destroyed by the Broken Greatsword. If Red Lotus ends up in despair, it’s no wonder they changed the rules. The outcome is already predictable.”

[RedLotus: Nope, the one getting wrecked is Friede.]

[LAmpadu: Baseless accusations LOL.]

[KimCrackedLadle: Now there’s even a conspiracy theory that this is targeting Friede. Insane LOLLOL.]

[Azzini: Why are you cursing at my Big Sis? Wanna die, loser?]

[SisterAndMe: Stop making it obvious LOL.]

[Who is Friede?]

“You guys keep talking about her, but… is she famous?”

[KimCrackedLadle: LOL If you don’t know Friede in Soul Warfare, you’re practically a spy.]

[Azzini: Ah, so you only know her name! Let me explain for those unfamiliar. Friede is one of the rare female players in Soul Warfare. She climbed all the way from unranked to challenger, destroying almost every challenger-level player along the way.] 

[She’s unbelievably strong. Any slight opening in your attack? She parries it and obliterates you. Her movement is elegant and acrobatic, and her feints are unreadable. But she’s so overpowered that to balance things out, she voluntarily handicapped herself by using the Broken Greatsword—the most garbage-tier weapon in Soul Warfare history.] 

[It’s terrible in every aspect: damage, reach, attack speed, you name it. Still, even with this handicap, it usually takes at least two god-tier players using OP weapons to gang up on her to barely match her. She has lost in such scenarios, but only rarely.]

[SisterAndMe: I told you to stop making it obvious.]

[SkinnyGuy: The two of you are wild LOLLOL.]

The community was thrown into chaos over the sudden change in the Brawl Tournament rules.

A 2-use limit per weapon.

Even among the elite players, there were those who clung to a single “signature” weapon—something they romantically referred to as “pure devotion,” though others dismissed it as stubbornness. 

For these players, the new rules posed a significant challenge.

Each player typically has a “signature pick,” their secret ace-in-the-hole weapon.

Restricting each weapon to only two uses meant that their ability to utilize this secret weapon was now limited.

This new rule forced contestants to rethink their strategies. 

Depending on the matchups, they had to carefully consider which weapon category to use.

The spotlight of the community, however, landed squarely on Friede.

[The Weapon Limit Rule: A Double-Edged Sword for Friede]

The limitation on weapon usage could also be interpreted as lifting the so-called “sandbag” placed on Friede.

Many were excited to see what kind of spectacular plays she would deliver with other weapons.

At first glance, it might seem like the weapon usage limit was a penalty for Friede, but with a little thought, one might realize she could actually be the biggest beneficiary.

Her choice of the Broken Greatsword—a universally acknowledged subpar weapon—highlighted her unique skill.

Unless she got eliminated early, she would eventually have to wield “other weapons” to fight.

Many were curious to see what weapons she would choose and what kind of gameplay she would showcase.

***

Meanwhile, amidst these swirling changes…

“Woo-cha!”

Friede was still diligently grinding ranked games, dispatching another opponent with her Broken Greatsword.

Having successfully climbed to the Challenger rank, she was determined to secure a stable rank before the tournament.

Her resolve was unshakable: once the Brawl Tournament began, there wouldn’t be time to leisurely climb ranked matches.

And if her rank dropped during the tournament, she could even risk being demoted to Grandmaster.

That much was understandable.

However, Friede’s ranked gameplay was beginning to draw ire from her viewers.

[You stupid fool! Even the Broken Greatsword is limited to two uses!!!]

[Sensei, why aren’t you practicing with other weapons?]

[What’s this? Is she foreshadowing an early elimination?]

[It’s obvious. She’ll mess around with the Broken Greatsword, fail miserably in the qualifiers, and lose viewers. Down to a has-been streamer she goes! Spit!]

[And this comes from someone who’s always in this chat?]

[Nope. Our Big Sis is going to crush Red Lotus and hog the glory.]

[If she wants to beat Red Lotus, then damn it, practice with other weapons! Why is she only using the Broken Greatsword?!]

[This is an arena tournament. No wall-hugging like a cicada allowed. What’s her plan?]

Despite knowing the tournament rules, Friede continued to grind ranked matches exclusively with her Broken Greatsword.

Some viewers wondered if she was practicing off-stream, but a search of her match history revealed no evidence of her using other weapons.

By this point, even viewers who had let it slide during her Challenger climb were starting to lose their patience.

[yaSergei donated 50,000 won!

-Practice with other weapons already! Are you trying to kill me?!]

“Thank you for the 50,000 won donation, yaSergei! But other weapons? Is that really necessary?”

[????]

[Did I hear that right? Is she deaf in her 20s? What did she just say?]

[She said it’s not necessary LOL.]

[Sensei, you’re seriously going to get eliminated.]

[We want to see you win gloriously, not get stomped in humiliation like your last three matches!]

[Oh, come on. Have some faith.]

[Everyone, repeat after me: Praelujah~]

[Praelujah my ass LOL. The streamer and her followers are nuts!]

Desperately, her viewers tried everything, from donations to missions, to convince her to practice with other weapons.

Their efforts were nothing short of heroic.

But Friede, unshaken, remained steadfast in her approach—truly the embodiment of unwavering determination.

With massive prize money, a boost in viewership, and the potential to enter the pro scene at stake, the Brawl Tournament was shaping up to be an unprecedented spectacle.

The scale had grown uncontrollably, and the new rules had thrown the Soul Warfare community into chaos.

Yet, in stark contrast to the industry-wide confusion…

“This round too, I’ll use the Broken Greatsword.”

[WHAT THE HELL!!!!!!]

Friede continued to grind ranked matches with her beloved Broken Greatsword.

***

Two days before the qualifiers, on an otherwise peaceful evening broadcast, Friede’s focus remained unchanged.

The STK Brawl Tournament qualifiers were just around the corner.

With a lineup of participants so dazzling, the event was deemed the ultimate stage.

Comprised mostly of Challengers and Grandmasters, it was nothing short of a dream competition.

Naturally, both the competitors and viewers were abuzz with excitement.

However, exceptions always exist.

“Shit, shit, shit, shit, shit, shit, shit!”

In the tournament arena, a user cursed repeatedly under his breath.

Barely clinging to life with his shredded health bar, he grit his teeth.

This was Haldir, ranked 498th in Challenger.

A player who barely made it into Challenger every season—a “Four Heavenly Kings Weakest Member” type of top-tier player.


Still, even as the weakest of the top, he was skilled enough that most Grandmaster-level players couldn’t hold a candle to him.

Now, retreating and struggling to regain his stance, Haldir warily eyed his opponent.

Before him stood a user in golden armor and a silver cape, their spear gleaming under the arena lights—

It was Friede.



 
  Chapter 67: One Second Highlight


Haldir participated in this tournament solely to boost his personal streaming channel.

After all, he was too old for a professional debut, and winning the championship with his skills was an unattainable dream.

To put it kindly, he was someone who knew his place.

Reaching the finals or even just the quarterfinals would likely bring some traffic to his stream.

When he first saw the tournament bracket, he couldn’t help but click his tongue at his bad luck.

Friede.

A ranker and streamer who had recently emerged as a rising star.

Rumor had it she achieved Challenger rank in the shortest time ever—a fan of broken greatswords.

Haldir soon changed his mindset.

If he assumed he’d lose from the start, he wouldn’t stand a chance against anyone.

On the other hand, if he defeated her, the spotlight on his stream would be enormous.

‘After all, weren’t they both Challengers?’

No matter how flashy her highlight reels were, he believed he had a decent chance.

‘I’ll go all out from the beginning.’

Of course, having a chance didn’t mean he would be complacent.

He chose his favorite pick—the Demon Hunter’s Spear—a weapon that featured a cross-like, simple design.

Despite its modest appearance, it excelled in dueling, chasing, and thrusting.

‘And on top of that…’

He equipped a massive shield that could easily cover a person’s body on his left arm, along with spiked plate armor.

This phalanx-like appearance was Haldir’s ultimate signature pick—the one that had carried him to Challenger rank.

The massive shield provided formidable defense.

The spear’s long reach enabled one-sided offensives.

Combining the spear’s Flame Charge and the shield’s Shield Bash, he could dominate direct engagements and pursue opponents relentlessly.

It was the epitome of balanced offense and defense—a weapon combination designed for supreme dueling.

Of course, he was well aware of how many spear users Friede had decimated with her broken greatsword.

But those were mostly Masters or low-tier Grandmasters.

She wouldn’t have encountered spear techniques at a Challenger level.

Besides, this wasn’t an ordinary spear but a setup resembling a human tank.

Using a broken greatsword against such a combination was absurd.

Though his setup wasn’t perfect, it boasted an almost unbeatable matchup.

‘So, what are you going to bring against me?’

Haldir stood ready, his massive shield blocking all threats in the front and his spear gleaming ominously from behind.

As he watched with anticipation, Friede’s weapon choice left him dumbfounded.

A very long pole.

At its tip was a swirling, cursed design that twisted grotesquely.

“The Thorn Crown Lance?!”

It was essentially a grotesque skewer.

The twisted, decayed flesh that adorned the lance’s cursed blade clashed oddly with the shining silver armor of its wielder.

No. He couldn’t be swayed.

If he maintained a meticulous, impenetrable defense, he could win.

***

-BOOM!

A thunderous sound struck his ears.

The duel had begun.

***

“Greetings to all game fans nationwide! Today marks the dawn of the STK Rumble preliminaries! The excitement here is as intense as the rising sun. Looking at the participant list alone, it’s enough to make anyone’s heart race. This isn’t just any amateur tournament—it’s practically the All-Star game of Korea’s Soul Warfare amateur scene, with numerous well-known rankers joining in!”

“This year’s champion will face none other than STK’s Lotus. As a star player who has shown remarkable performances alongside Warden, every participant must be dreaming of sharing that prestigious stage. It seems like we’re set for explosive matches right from the preliminaries!”

“The newly implemented two-weapon limit will apply starting from the preliminaries. Every participant must carefully plan their builds, considering their opponent’s skills and matchups. This isn’t just about physical abilities—it’s about strategy and big-picture thinking.”

[As expected of STK. Seeing Yonggeu-Dong as commentators for the tournament is surreal.]

[STK, you bastards, stop wasting money on commentators and hire more checkers.]

[Because of that damned Maître Ten lineup, everything’s ruined. When will Warden stop suffering?!!!]

[Just lying down. Forever lying down.]

[Crazy STK fans—didn’t you guys worship Maître not long ago? Now look at you ranting.]

[Stop ruining the mood. Go kiss your broke-ass club’s ass, losers.]

[Yep, your Lotus is going to get absolutely wrecked. Your team’s going down in flames. Water rocket: Boom]

***

The STK Rumble was broadcast live through the official streaming channel of STK Esports.

Within ten minutes of the stream opening, nearly 100,000 viewers flooded in.

This surge of interest was thanks not only to promotional efforts and a well-timed Saturday afternoon schedule but also to the star-studded participant list.

Moreover, the longstanding history of STK’s streaming service meant they had plenty of storytelling material.

From match highlights to rivalries and friendships, the wealth of narrative content elevated the quality of their broadcasts—even for amateur tournaments.

For fans in the Soul Warfare community, who had been languishing during the off-season with nothing to watch, this was a refreshing rain after a drought.

No one would miss such an entertaining broadcast.

***

“With so many rankers participating, it’s unfortunate we can’t cover every match. The 128-player preliminaries will primarily focus on highlights.”

Broadcasting every single match would be too time-consuming, and viewers wouldn’t endure it.

Instead, the preliminaries featured live highlights of key players and standout moments.

The clash of weapons between famous streamers and renowned rankers always stirred a wave of fiery excitement in the chat.

A cascade of letters flooded the chatroom like a roaring tide.

Then, the caster, informed by the tournament organizers, delivered fresh news in an excited tone.

“Alright, the next match has been decided! For match 48 of the Round of 128, it’s none other than Friede  versus Haldir!”

***

[Big sis!!!!!!!]

[Let’s gooooo wwwwwwwww]

[Friede? Who’s that no-name?]

[Trash.]

[Friede! Friede! Friede! Friede! Friede! Friede! Friede! Friede!]

[A Friede without her broken greatsword? This I gotta see!]

[Haldir’s bracket luck is insane lol.]

[Friede, the dark horse of this tournament… And her opponent is a Challenger.]

[Who even is Fridè, you weebs?]

[She’s low-tier Challenger, but yeah, she’s good.]

[How does she compare to that scumbag Sooja?]

[Obviously, Haldir’s better.]

[Stop arguing and just explain already!]

[What’s so special about Friede anyway?]

***

The chat was already ablaze after the earlier matches, and Friede’s appearance—considered one of the highlights of the tournament—was the perfect climax for the preliminaries.

The screen transitioned to show the desolate arena.

It resembled the Roman Colosseum but was surrounded by a bottomless cliff, exuding a grave and deadly atmosphere.

Once the duel began, the gates would seal shut with spiked iron bars, leaving no escape.

The only path was forward—to defeat the opponent standing in the way.

The duel had already begun. 

Judging by their pristine condition, the fight had just started.

While some fans lamented missing Friede’s cinematic entrance, everyone was now glued to the match.

***

The first thing they felt was tension.

The two players were measuring each other, carefully maintaining their distance.

‘Who would be the first to snap the taut string between them?’ The anticipation was palpable.

The second thing they felt was astonishment.

While Haldir’s “human tank” build was already jaw-dropping, Friede’s weapon choice left everyone stunned.

The Thorn Crown Lance.

A weapon with the longest reach among spears.

In real proportions, it spanned nearly 6 meters—a colossal length.

Its main attack point, the spearhead, was smaller than other spears, making it notoriously difficult to master.

Its standout feature was the Piercing Thrust skill.

Even if blocked by a shield, a successful hit would impale the target.

Additionally, when penetrating a shield, it dealt bonus damage, making it appear as though Haldir was at a disadvantage.

However…

***

[Friede’s crazy for using an unpracticed weapon.]

[She probably picked it thinking it counters Haldir lol.]

[Honestly, that’s a pretty reasonable assumption.]

[What’s the Thorn Crown Lance, you weebs?]

[If you don’t know Soul Warfare, just shut up.]

[The Thorn Crown Lance can pierce through shields and armor, so it seems like Friede has the upper hand. But there’s a big weakness with Piercing Thrust, and that is…]

[…What?]

[No clue.]

[You piece of Shit! Explain!]

[Fine, I’ll continue. While Piercing Thrust makes it seem like Haldir’s been countered, the Thorn Crown Lance has two major issues. First, its length makes targeting incredibly difficult. Second, the hitbox for Piercing Thrust is ridiculously small. Timing, control, and distance all have to be perfect. Sure, its animation is fast, but…]

[If it weren’t for the piercing property and short animation, it’d be on par with the Broken Greatsword.]

[Meanwhile, Haldir’s build is obnoxious but undeniably strong. It doesn’t have major weaknesses.]

[So how does Haldir’s setup win?]

[It’s not impossible. To break through his build, you’d need a rapier’s charging thrust or a katana’s quick-draw slash to exploit his sides. Alternatively, you could brute force it with a colossal weapon’s super armor and guard crush.]

***

The chat devolved into intense debates, pushing back mindless spam.

Despite strategic analysis, most viewers agreed that Friede was at a disadvantage.

Her physical skill was undeniable, but…

[This weapon’s as limp as your—]

[And just like your performance, it’s all over the place.]

[That’s why it’s so hard to aim, genius.]

Everyone sighed as they observed the Thorn Crown Lance’s odd physical properties.

Its pole was slightly bent downward, making precision targeting a challenge.

Then it happened.

-BOOM!

A ferocious impact shook the arena, scattering dust everywhere.

[What?]

[What just happened?]

[Replay? Replay?]

The chat erupted in confusion, their attention abruptly pulled from their keyboards to the screen.

What they saw left them speechless.

Haldir’s impenetrable shield and armor lay ruined, reduced to useless scrap metal.


The iron fortress had been pierced in a single strike.

At maximum distance, Friede had unleashed a perfectly timed thrust with her lance, gripping its end with both hands.

Like a serpent striking its prey, the Thorn Crown Lance pierced through space and into Haldir’s chest.

Friede’s first highlight was completed in under a second—a swift and decisive blow.



 
  Chapter 68: The Aesthetics of 2 Sets, 2 Minutes, and 2 Seconds


The preliminary rounds, conducted in a 3-round, best-of-2 format, naturally don’t broadcast every single match.

It’s difficult to broadcast dozens of matches simultaneously, and even if it were possible, viewers would likely find the overwhelming number of games exhausting.

Thus, the organizers selectively compile and broadcast only the highlights, which they judge to be the most memorable moments.

However, there are certain exceptions to this rule—one being the match between Friede and Haldir.

***

The chatroom erupted like a furnace after Haldir’s crushing defeat in the first round, losing to a clean piercing strike by Friede.

[Friede! Friede! Friede! Friede! Friede!]

[Wow, Friede has an impressive knack for seizing the moment!]

[That setup depends entirely on landing the first hit. Miss, and the game is practically over.]

[I suspected it the moment she wielded the broken greatsword.]

[That’s not strategic play; that’s a death wish.]

[Haldir underestimated her. If he had anticipated the hit and taken even half a step back, Friede would’ve been crushed.]

[Do you even know Friede’s reaction speed? How would Haldir dodge it?]

[It’s not that his response was terrible, but it’s tricky. With Haldir’s setup, a single hit means instant death.]

“Haha! This feels different from the regular season,” said the caster, laughing. “The chatroom is heating up now that Friede’s on screen.”

“That’s right,” the co-caster replied. “Seeing these live reactions excites us just as much!”

“Friede’s track record is spectacular. She’s the second female challenger after Lotus to make it this far. Though she was once at the center of a controversy over hacking, it only made her more memorable to many users. She’s always been known for favoring a broken greatsword, but with the tournament imposing weapon restrictions, I’m curious about her weapon choice this time.”

“Her selection of the Thorn King’s Spear is particularly intriguing. It’s better suited for team battles than duels, which shows her confidence in her control. And, as we’ve seen, she delivered results.”

“She recently started streaming, showcasing various highlight reels, and has become the dark horse of this tournament.”

“Let’s see if Haldir sticks to the same setup for the second round… I’m curious.”

***

The earlier highlight-reel matches were impressive enough to satisfy viewers, thanks to the presence of numerous top-ranking players.

The line between the preliminaries and finals had practically disappeared because of the high skill levels on display.

Yet, none of the previous matches captivated viewers as much as this one.

When the second round began, the chatroom fell silent, everyone’s focus riveted on the duel between Friede and Haldir.

The eerie stillness of the chat was a testament to the intensity of the moment.

***

However, the second round ended anticlimactically.

Haldir, determined to prove his strategy correct, used the same setup as before and was once again swiftly eliminated without achieving anything.

The total combined match time for both rounds was two minutes, yet Friede’s highlight moment lasted only two seconds.

***

[General]

[Friede is God, Friede is invincible!]

Posted by: Sunlight Sword

‘It doesn’t matter what weapon she uses—Friede is just a god, plain and simple. Who are these amateur challengers to dare challenge our captain?’

[ZekeGarterBelt]: “Create a Friede tier above Challenger already!”

[NNN]: “Hey, you insane freak, go play in your captain’s gallery!”

[NNRRR]: “Friede fans are swarming the chat… Time for me to leave. Ugh.”

***

[General]

[I now commence the worship of our captain!]
Posted by: SlimRuler

‘Rise, all, and offer a grand salute to Friede’s magnificence!’

[ZekeGarterBelt]: “Indeed! Friede is… God!”

[KimBrokenSword]: “Indeed! Truly, a transcendent force!”

SmoothGentleman: “Indeed! Keep showing us your matches, Friede… I’m losing my mind!”

NN: “This is getting ridiculous. Just go back to her broadcast, you degenerates.”

[Damgal]: “These chatters were regulars on her streams, huh? Disgusting.”

[Loo]: “God, these fanboys are revolting.”

***

[General]

[After watching Friede, I wept to the four winds.]
Posted by: TinyShards

‘To think she dominated with the notoriously difficult Thorn King’s Spear… Unreal. I need to start training with it myself.’

[NN: You insane idiot, stop mindlessly copying her!]

[LLAmpadu: No ranked games for me today, nope.]

[TinyShards: You’re not Friede. Try copying her, and you’ll die.]

***

[General][Friede is amazing, but…]

[General][Written by: 00]

“Don’t build up too much karma, or your elimination season will come to collect it.”

[NN]: “That’s just how it goes.”

[Dominator]: “Shut up, you trash!”

[ZekeGarterBelt]: “Take it down, kid.”

[SunlightSword]: “Nope, not happening. Friede will smash Lotus and everyone else’s heads into pieces.”

[NN]: “Wow, the atmosphere here is disgusting.”

[KimBrokenSword]: “This place is ours now. Friede fans have taken over! Hahaha.”

[WashBasin]: “If you don’t like it, go back to OutBan and act like a prude. Shoo, shoo.”

***

[General][Analysis of today’s match with Friede]

Written by: SmoothGentleman

“Honestly, there’s not much to analyze. Haha.”

“The only thing worth noting was the boosted damage from the dash attack right before the thrust.”

“The rest? Just sheer physical dominance—no mind games involved.”

[NN]: “Why did Haldir get KO’d in one hit? Is the Thorn King’s Spear really that powerful?”

[LGRIIdaw]: “Like I said, the boosted damage from the dash attack struck Haldir’s neck perfectly.

“This triggered a weak-point multiplier. On top of that, the spear’s piercing thrust inherently maximizes critical damage.”

“Add to it the stacking effect when it pierces through armor, and yeah—it’s the highest damage the Thorn King’s Spear can theoretically achieve.”

[Damgal]: “If you want an even flashier one-hit kill, just line up enemies in a team match and impale them all at once. The ones in the back will be sent straight to heaven with one hit. It’s more of a myth than a strategy, though.”

[Loo]: “I saw a video showing the hitbox for the Thorn King’s Spear—it’s like a toothpick. How did she even land that hit?”

[NNRR]: “Friede must have amazing physical control. Anyone who reached Challenger rank using a broken greatsword isn’t just a gimmick player.”

[SlimRuler]: “Amazing control, my foot. She’s just lucky.”

***

[General][Is Friede’s performance today even real?]

Written by: Dominator

Match Score: 2–0

Total Match Time: 2 minutes

Highlight Duration: 2 seconds

“My chest feels full of awe.”

[MidirTheDevourer]: “She’s truly our goddess. Even the blessing of the Emperor shines upon her.”

[ToothpickGeneral]: “Go, Friede! Crush STK, the Emperor’s nemesis!”

[Loo]: “Who even is that, you nerd?”

[SunlightSword]: “Wow, this kid doesn’t know about the Emperor? Haha.”

[Dominator]: “Long ago, there was a legend called the Three Streak Blunder… The Emperor was its hero.”

[Loo]: “How long ago was this supposed to be, for it to be a legend?”

[ZekeGarterBelt]: “About 30 years ago?”

[LyaSergei]: “Haha! Sounds like a story my grandpa would tell me.”

***

Even though it was just the preliminaries, there was a certain tension in the air.

Some might mockingly ask, “How can a champion like you feel nervous about something like this?”

But what could I do? I’d never participated in an actual tournament before.

Humans are creatures of relativity.

Even a warrior can feel a bit nervous about a small competition.

‘If I had to sum up my first impressions of my opponent… Not much different from a ranked game.’

Haldir, a player who hovered at the bottom of Challenger rank.

“Was it just my imagination, or did his position remind me of that SUHO guy?’

Both seemed to linger between Grandmaster and Challenger, which might explain it.

‘It’s a decent warm-up, though.’

I felt nicely energized, my focus sharpening.

In hindsight, the situation was almost amusing.

Not intentional, but Haldir’s turtle-like defensive playstyle was perfectly countered by the Thorn King’s Spear, a weapon I picked just to poke at distant foes.

To think it turned out to be the theoretical counter to his setup—pure luck, really.

And I didn’t expect him to use the exact same setup in the second round.

The tournament was blind-pick, so neither of us knew what weapon the other would bring.

It was a gamble on both sides.

That unpredictability is what makes the matches thrilling.

The moment the setups are revealed before the match starts—it’s electrifying.

But since the conditions and strategies remained the same, the second match unfolded just like the first, making it less entertaining.

***

I glanced at the clock, realizing I still had 15 minutes of rest.

The match had ended unusually quickly, giving me ample downtime.

This tournament, with its grueling same-day progression from the Round of 64 to the Round of 32, demanded both physical and mental endurance.

Winning quickly and decisively granted a significant advantage—a sort of earned privilege.

Maybe that’s why, as boredom slowly crept in, I wondered how my viewers were reacting.

I had boldly announced my participation in the tournament during a live broadcast.

Even if it was just a preliminary match, I’d won, so I assumed they’d be celebrating in some way.

Curious, I opened the fan panel.

Let’s see what kind of excitement they’ve been brewing.

<Friede, use that spear to pierce my soul!>

<I will gladly receive it!>


<For Friede!>

<Indeed!>

Quietly, I closed the panel.

‘I should just rest.’



 
  Chapter 69: An unexpected pledge


“Can I leave first, then?”

“Yes, since it’s only the preliminaries, we’re not conducting interviews. You can head out now. Great job! See you in the finals.”

‘Letting me leave first but then leaving themselves right away—what’s that about?’

As the formalities wrapped up, the staff member left the room in a hurry, and I couldn’t help but let out a small sigh.

Still, the results were good.

Six wins, no losses.

The final record secured my spot in the round of 16.

The grind up to the round of 32… actually ended faster than expected.

It felt a little anticlimactic, but finishing things quickly is always a good thing.

So, I decided to see it positively.

***

Leaving the prelims waiting room, I returned to my usual MS room and logged out without hesitation.

I missed the air of reality and felt an urgency to take a real, deep breath again.

[Would you like to log out?]

“Confirm.”

The feeling was like surfacing from underwater after holding my breath too long—swimming up to finally breathe again.

There was an odd sense of liberation.

Despite the late hour, my body felt unusually energized.

‘It’s silly to feel this way about a virtual reality game, but what can you do?’

During the competition, I couldn’t log out casually, so I had to sit idly in the waiting room for hours.

Sure, I browsed the internet, but there’s a limit to how much you can do.

Sitting there in solitude, with no one coming by, was mentally taxing in its own way.

“Whew!”

I stepped out of the capsule and stretched to loosen up.

Virtual reality is great and all, but after long sessions, your body definitely feels stiff.

If only they could fix that somehow.

Even with the ergonomic cushions designed for comfort, there are limits.

I couldn’t imagine how uncomfortable the budget headsets must be, the ones without any capsules at all.

I opened the window to let fresh air circulate through the room, which had grown stuffy.

***

In the meantime, I powered on my computer.

My mouse cursor instinctively hovered toward the Soul Warfare community page, but I quickly redirected it to YouTube instead.

I avoided the forums—both the Soul Warfare Gallery and my personal channel’s discussion boards.

I had already tasted the chaos of fake enthusiasm after my first match victory.

Even a small taste had been too much.

This was my break.

Not the kind of five-minute respite you get mid-match, but the well-earned rest of someone who’s finished a full day’s work—having completely wrapped up the preliminaries.

Grabbing a can of beer from the fridge to quench my thirst, I aimlessly clicked through YouTube links following the algorithm’s suggestions.

Before I knew it, I was watching a popular YouTuber’s review of a barbecue restaurant near Seoul.

I wondered if the choice of food-related content, especially about meat, had something to do with my physical and mental exhaustion from the competition.

Eventually, I glanced at the time and realized it was already late evening.

“They must be going crazy by now.”

The preliminaries should be wrapping up, meaning most of the results were probably out by now.

Soon, the tournament bracket would be finalized and announced.

It was exciting to think that I had climbed to the Challenger tier and made it into the finals of a major amateur tournament.

‘Not bad for a streamer who hadn’t even debuted a month ago, right?’

While flashy gameplay clips are important, a solid competitive record that others can see is just as critical.

Still, I couldn’t complain.

I felt pretty good about myself.

***

Ding!

A notification popped up on my smartphone.

It was from the chatroom linked to my MS room ID.

‘The room’s name?’ Brave Warriors Streamers.

The members were, of course, Friede, Forming, ThinStick (nicknamed Stick), and Ajini—a party of four.

[Forming: Good work, sis.]

[Ajini: You were amazing, sis! Keep up the wins! ><]

Seeing this message from the group, it was clear the preliminaries were over.

Now, the main tournament brackets would be released soon.

‘Who would I face next in the round of 16?’

I could just check the community boards myself, but today, I didn’t feel like poking my head in there.

So, I’d outsource the information.

Of course, I had a reliable helper.

‘I’ll ask Dayoung to check for me.’

I wasn’t eager to wade into the chaos and madness of that community myself.

As the saying goes, if you stare into the abyss, the abyss stares back.

‘But didn’t I already pass that stage?’

…Or maybe not.

***

“Whew. Another day done. Great work, everyone.”

As the preliminaries ended, Dayoung stretched her body to loosen her muscles.

Even though it was virtual reality, stretching gave her a refreshed feeling, as if her mind was clearing up.

It had become a daily habit she hadn’t skipped once.

***

[Forming: Got lucky and made it to the finals!]

[Friede: Thought you’d ride the bus to Grandmaster and get demoted right away… but you’ve held on well so far!]

[Still, you did great. It’s a shame you stumbled at the end. Good luck, Forming!]

[If it were me, I’d have made it to the finals, lol.]

[Seriously, stop criticizing Forming when she’s doing fine at Grandmaster. Let’s not give advice unless we’re above her rank.]

Dayoung shrugged as she glanced at the lively chat in her MS room.

She wasn’t far above the Grandmaster cutoff herself, just barely holding on before the tournament started.

At least she’d managed to participate without being relegated.

‘Even if I got knocked out…’

There were no regrets about her preliminary exit.

Now, her focus would shift to the finals broadcast.

Streaming matches during the tournament was an unmissable opportunity for any streamer.

Unlike official coverage, personal connections allowed for unique, alternative angles.

For example…

‘Maybe I should do a behind-the-scenes vlog for Friede’s waiting room.’

‘It would be custom content tailored to Friede, something the official channels would never offer.’

‘Sure, people might criticize me for leaning on personal connections, but who cares?’

‘In this industry, connections are a powerful tool.’

‘Using them to provide fresh content for viewers was just another way to keep them entertained.’

‘If people wanted to watch a formal broadcast…’

‘They can go to the official STK channel like old men watching pro baseball.’

‘Those watching my stream weren’t here for the STK tournament itself.’

‘They wanted my take on it.’

‘This should be fine.’

So, I’d just keep riding the wave with a relaxed finals broadcast.

The only reason I was lucky enough to stream the preliminaries and finals was because I’d applied in advance.

Fortunately, the STK organizers had approved my request for both.

They only granted these permissions to well-known streamers, so it felt like I’d finally moved past my “small-time” days.

Feeling quietly proud, Dayoung’s attention was caught by a specific chat message.

[Friede isn’t broadcasting?]

‘Why don’t you just ask her directly on her stream?’

‘Then again, would they even have the courage to do that?’

‘Seriously.’

She swallowed her words, leaving them unspoken.

If Friede had streamed her matches, Dayoung’s own broadcasts would’ve been more lively.

But Friede had declared a streaming hiatus during the tournament.

Her channel had been in an uproar ever since.

‘Was she just that focused on the competition?’

[Forming: Wouldn’t Forming be in touch with Friede?]

[Other streamers don’t seem to have any connections to her either.]

[There are rumors she ignores collaboration requests too.]

Once viewers latched onto a thread, they wouldn’t let go.

Dayoung, noticing their growing curiosity, flashed a mischievous smile.

It was the kind of smile that said, ‘I know something you don’t.’

“Hmm, should I ask her for you?”

It was the simplest kind of showmanship, but…

[No way… Forming’s in contact with Friede?]

[Haha, why would she abandon the person who saved her from the toxic crowd?]

[Two beauties teaming up? Count me in!]

[Have you seen Friede in real life?]

The effect was immediate.

Maybe it was her long streaming experience, but Dayoung instinctively knew how to tease just enough to keep her audience engaged.

She chuckled.

“Well, yeah, we’re pretty close. She’s kind of a homebody, though. And of course, I’ve seen her in real life.”

It wasn’t some calculated response, just intuition guiding her.

But even that small tidbit was enough to inject new life into the stream.

[Wait, what?! Why didn’t you say so sooner?!]

[Is she as beautiful as they say? Cool, pure, and breathtakingly gorgeous?]

[Decide if you’re going full simp or just gushing admiration, geez!]

[UncleBrother donated 10,000 KRW!
-So, can you reach Friede right now?]

“Ah, thank you, UncleBrother! Friede, you say?”

Dayoung pretended to deliberate for a moment, but no one believed she was seriously considering it.

“Alright then, let’s check in with Friede, shall we?”

She opened her message window.

The preliminaries were over, so Friede was probably just relaxing now.

[Forming: Great job, sis.]

[Ajini: You were amazing! Keep up the wins! ]

The notification light blinked moments later.

[Friede: Thanks ]

The chat exploded.

[Friede and the host are basically sisters now?]

[Lol, she saved you from the toxic crowd, and you’re still in touch?]

[Wait, isn’t Ajini the same person who got selected for Friede’s editor contest?]

As the chat clamored for more, Dayoung switched to a private message.

[Forming: I’m live right now.]

[Friede: Oh, how’d the prelims go?]

[Forming: I got knocked out. ^^]

[Friede: @@]

A typing notification appeared.

[Friede: I’ll win for you. I’ll avenge you.]

Dayoung felt her heart lift at Friede’s sweet response, but a sense of unease made her ask again.

[Forming: ??? Are you serious?]

[Friede: Yeah. Who’s my next opponent?]

[Forming: Someone called “Gunder,” a streamer ranked 120th in Challenger. Even for you, that’s…]

This wasn’t someone you could think of as just another ranked match opponent.

Everyone here was playing at full power for this tournament.

[Friede: k.]

[Forming: ??]

[Chat: Wait, did Friede just shrug off Gunder? That guy’s basically pro-level!]

Dayoung, flustered, watched as her chat filled with questions.

[Forming: Are you sure? I’m live right now.]

[Friede: Yup.]

A typing notification appeared again.

[Friede: Turns out Gunder’s my first opponent in the finals. Guess I’ll avenge you there.]

[Forming: What?! Calm down, sis!]


[Friede: I’m calm.]

Her determination was unshaken.

[Friede: If I lose, I’ll reveal my face.]

‘This woman… is such a menace.’



 
  Chapter 70: Forming’s revenge!


“Lulu Ppiyak has donated 40,000 won! Streamer, you made a promise to reveal Friede’s face!”

“Oh my, Lulu Ppiyak-nim, thank you for the generous 40,000 won donation, mwah mwah! Come to think of it, you’re my next opponent, right? Phew, damn.”

The man scratched his shiny forehead with a slightly troubled expression.

The streamer, Gunder.

He was one of the top-tier rankers, ranked within the top 120 of the Challenger league.

Based on his skills, he could easily join any professional team, but his free spirit rejected the rigid, colorless world of professional gaming.

He was, quite literally, the lone wolf roaming the streamer scene.

“So, I heard Friede set a record for the shortest preliminary match time? Oh, shit, mommy, I’ve already lost to my honey.”

[Honey, my ass lolol]

[Is Friede your wife now?]

[This dude saw a female player and started losing it again, sigh.]

[Someone take him to a mental hospital.]

Gunder’s broadcasts were known for their technical gameplay and moderate concept-driven antics.

With his hair slicked back with excessive hair products, he looked greasy enough to resemble a human whipped cream doll.

He seemed to take pride in his appearance, despite viewers occasionally gagging at his over-the-top reactions.

Even so, those reactions evolved into memes of their own.

Few truly took his antics seriously or maliciously.

He wasn’t involved in personality controversies, and his skill was undeniable.

Viewers saw him as their goofy, narcissistic neighborhood big brother.

“Sending off Forming today, and now it’s Friede. This is truly the two flowers in both hands, everyone!”

[Still rooting for you this time, you idiot.]

[Beat Friede and knock the lid off her jar.]

[Wanna see her cry after revealing her face.]

[If you win, you’ll be a hero. If you lose, you’re a traitor.]

[lololol]

Gunder smirked.

Having such a storyline develop was a good sign—it was more than welcome.

There were no rules in tournaments that required participants to just play their matches and leave.

Adding such drama and narrative only attracted more public attention, a reward in an industry fueled by interest.

‘Friede’s face reveal, huh…’

It’d be a lie to say he wasn’t curious.

After all, the gaming community was a small world.

Her achievements were already well-known to the point of exhaustion, so there was no need to recount them.

“Well then, know your enemy and know yourself, and you’ll never lose a battle. Let’s analyze every corner of our dear Friede-chan’s gameplay.”

Finding analysis materials on Friede wasn’t difficult.

Soul Warfare Gallery, Outban, and other online communities were filled with clips, gifs, and various top-rated posts of her gameplay.

[Check out this video analyzing Friede’s preliminaries. It’s the best reference.]

[It contains all her duels from the prelims.]

Following the viewer’s lead, Gunder clicked the top-rated post.

***

The first video was her match against Haldir.

The footage was divided into Haldir’s perspective, Friede’s perspective, and the observer’s perspective, which was impressive.

Watching the video, Gunder unconsciously lost his usual sly smile.

“She’s good.”

At some point, his expression hardened.

[Is she really that good? I keep hearing about her from everyone around me, but is she as good as the streamer?]

[Expecting a close match.]

[You think Friede’s gonna lose to someone like Gunder? Haha, fat chance.]

[Oh no, the Friede fanboys are here again.]

[You evil people! Get lost! Scram!]

Ignoring the chaotic chatroom, Gunder focused on analyzing Friede’s every movement.

Haldir, a one-trick user specializing in piercing thrusts, showed a slight gap in his movements.

Friede capitalized on it instantly, with the instincts of a wild animal.

However, there wasn’t much to analyze in this match.

Even the analysis post noted that it lacked substance.

The real focus was on the second match.

Her opponent was also in the Challenger tier, someone Gunder recognized by their ID—Hathes99, also known as Hades.

‘He was quite skilled back in the day.’

Ranked around 300, Hades was another notable player who fell to Friede.

The match replay revealed an intriguing choice by Friede.

She opted for a sword-and-shield setup, specifically the Solar Sword from the straight sword category and the Solar Shield from the medium shield category.

A plain vanilla combination, unlike the distinctive and flashy setups like spears with thorny designs.

In contrast, Hades used the Eagle Wing sword from the saber category.

The weapon selection alone suggested a highly technical battle.

Friede led the charge with her shield raised.

Hades skillfully sidestepped her shield bashes and countered with quick thrusts.

While Hades utilized wide space and agile movements to attack from all directions, Friede maintained minimalistic, precise defenses.

Just as it seemed like she might get overwhelmed, she turned the tables with an unexpected move.

Bang!

Frustrated, Hades went for an aggressive combo of a power thrust and closing the gap.

Friede threw her shield with all her might at her opponent mid-combo.

Throwing equipment like that didn’t usually have much significance—at best, it could obscure the opponent’s view for a moment and create an opening.

But maybe that’s exactly what she was aiming for.

The disrupted rhythm gave Friede the opportunity to dive in explosively.

What ensued was a whirlwind of attacks.

[This is dizzying as hell.]

[Wow, they’re exchanging moves at insane speeds.]

[Why does it feel like Friede’s HP isn’t dropping?]

Hades’ health was significantly lower than Friede’s.

Despite close combat, Friede counterattacked efficiently while minimizing the damage she received.

It was clear she wasn’t just another player relying on lucky parries with a broken greatsword.

The analysis post noted her attack style: exploiting irregular rhythms, avoiding overly heavy weapons, and favoring swift precision strikes.

Several analysis posts had been written to counter such disruptive and unpredictable playstyles.

Suggestions ranged from engaging in close-range combat with dual-wielding weapons to using a katana to win psychological battles.

Despite the detailed strategies, Gunder had long since pushed them to the back of his mind.

He was utterly engrossed in Friede’s gameplay videos, leaving his chatroom unattended.

The tournament proceeded without hesitation.

While the high interest served to fuel its rapid flow, there were also industry secrets shared only among certain insiders.

“Placing the match between Friede and Gunder as the final set of today’s games was a smart move.”

“The audience’s reactions are all about Friede’s match in this round of sixteen.”

“Is it because of the face-reveal tease?”

This wasn’t some online novel about gender-bending streamers on a certain web-novel platform.

Friede, a comet-like phenomenon and ultra-popular female streamer, was creating an unprecedented storm.

Her face reveal had become an unexpected teaser.

The desire to see her face clashed fiercely with the desire not to expose it to others.

Such complex emotions roiled in the hearts of many.

The head of STK’s marketing team stroked the smartphone in his pocket, gazing up at the sky.

“Friede -oneechan…”

The bright sky, as if mocking his inner conflict, was cloudless and radiant.

***

“Finally, it’s the last set of the day’s main tournament! Many of you must have been eagerly awaiting this moment. Up next is the match between Friede and Gunder!”

The eighth set of the day had arrived, and it was Friede and Gunder’s turn.

The tournament’s round of sixteen was split across two days, and this moment marked the climax of the first day.

While previous matches had been thrilling, they were mere appetizers compared to what was to come.

“And here he comes! Gunder!”

“Yes, Gunder. His rank of Challenger 120 tells you all you need to know. Alongside Friede, he’s considered a top contender to win this tournament. Some are calling this an early final. I can’t wait to see what kind of dance they’ll perform on this stage.”

“Especially since it’s a best-of-five match. Observing their strategic weapon choices in this multi-set format will make it even more entertaining.”

[We’re counting on you, Gunder!]

[Break Friede’s helmet!]

[Gunder’s gonna smash that smug face of hers!]

[Let’s see her cry after overpromising!]

[You’re our hero, Gunder!]

Gunder waved to the crowd, adding a touch of showmanship.

A streamer shrouded in mystery.

The audience cheered for Gunder with high hopes that he’d reveal Friede’s face.

At this moment, Gunder’s entrance felt like the arrival of a hero.

***

As the match timer ticked down, all eyes naturally turned skyward toward the center of the arena.

[It’s here!]

[The final boss has arrived!]

[Here it comes, you monster!]

Amid the jeers, a golden meteor streaked down from the heavens.

As it collided with the ground, a blinding light erupted.

The audience braced themselves to boo once again, awaiting the emergence of the warrior clad in a golden cape and silver armor.

[Lol, seriously, no flaws in her cutscene or character design.]

[Someone posted about this online—apparently, replicating this costs a fortune.]

[Of course, 3D modeling that detailed takes insane effort. You can’t make this with standard tools.]

“Whew”

It was indeed a dazzling entrance.

Though Gunder had seen GIFs of it before, witnessing it live in the arena was a first.

He found Friede’s flair for dramatics oddly satisfying.

‘You’re quite the attention seeker yourself.’

He smacked his lips lightly, excited about how flashy their battle would be.

***

The blind pick phase began.

Gunder boldly chose dual daggers: the Sword Breaker for his right hand and the Armor Breaker for his left.

Known as the “Double Breaker” setup, it paired with lightweight leather armor.

‘Let’s have some fun.’

A setup meant to match her speed and counter her with rapid, relentless strikes, making parrying almost impossible.

Friede had so far shown a preference for technical play with spears, sword-and-shield combos, and curved swords.

This choice was Gunder’s desperate attempt to counter her style.

‘Not something I’d ever pick in ranked games.’

But this wasn’t ranked—it was a one-on-one duel.

‘So, what will you bring to the table?’

As Gunder waited confidently, the blind pick phase ended, and the players’ weapon choices were revealed.

[??????]

[What the hell is that?]

[What is she doing?!]

[Oh my god, this attention-seeker is at it again.]

Her choice of weapon was…

[A rapid-fire crossbow? Dual-wielded?]

[What’s she trying to do with that garbage-accuracy weapon?]

[Lol, dual-wielding means insane firepower, but can she pull it off against Gunder?]

[If every shot lands, sure, but to hit consistently, you’d have to play at close range. Why even bother with this?]

She had chosen rapid-fire crossbows, dual-wielded no less.

While the commentators and audience were stunned, none were more perplexed than Gunder, who had prepared for close-quarters combat.

With the blind pick locking in his setup, his strategy was now utterly mismatched.

‘This is bad.’

As Gunder’s unease grew, the match countdown reached zero, and the battle began.


Friede charged straight toward him, shouting:

“This is Forming’s revenge!”

A barrage of bolts rained down.

From the very start, her strategy was pure chaos.



 
  Chapter 71: I want to deal with it


[From today, the hostile relationship with Gunder is over.]

From today, I will step out of this position of dependence.

Gunder and I will unite as one.

Any attack on Gunder will be regarded as an attack on me.

User 1: “Ahaha, I can’t stand the face reveal!”

User 2: “Stay strong, Gunder!”

Zieg Garterbelt: “You’re a hero!”

Midyr Who Eats Sisters: “I believe in you!”

User 3: “Please win!”

[Because I love Friede, I support Gunder.]

This has been a thought I’ve held for a long time.

User 4: “Your mom.”

Sweet Guy: “Yeah, ‘for a long time,’ my foot. It’s all because of Friede’s face reveal pledge.”

User 5: “Hand on your heart—did you really like Gunder before this?”

Lampadu: “Who do you think you are to claim to love Friede? So arrogant.”

The chat was heating up, dominated by biased reactions.

The match had clearly begun with overwhelming support for Gunder.

But then…

***

Doom!

“Whaaaagh!”

Seeing his health bar plummet, Gunder screamed.

The instincts he had sharpened in countless ranked games couldn’t save him from this absurd moment.

“Wait, hold on! Time out!”

He shouted desperately, but his voice echoed in vain.

[What are you yelling about? There’s no time-out in a game, you idiot!]

[Come on, did you lose your mind? This is Friede’s signature play—a calculated underdog comeback.]

[Just take the loss, Gunder, and focus on the next game.]

[Ugh, I can’t believe I thought this clown was some knight in shining armor.]

[So when are we getting that Friede face reveal, huh?]

The highly anticipated first match between Friede and Gunder ended abruptly.

Friede’s surprise attack and Gunder’s stunned reaction created a perfect storm, resulting in a match that lasted just 10 seconds—breaking the record for the shortest match in the history of the STK Rumble Finals.

***

“Aaaagh!”

Back in the waiting room before the second match, Gunder clutched his head, frantically tousling his hair.

Sure, it was virtual reality, so there was no risk of hair loss, but the way he twisted his body and clawed at his scalp showed he was on the verge of losing his sanity.

He had made an utter fool of himself—getting hit square in the face by a point-blank crossbow shot and yelling for a time-out in front of a massive audience.

‘Was this all the dignity he had, after reaching the proud rank of 120th in the Korean leaderboard?’

‘I completely threw the first round.’

It was a loss he never should’ve had to endure.

‘Who would’ve thought his opponent would bring a ranged weapon to a one-on-one duel?’

‘I really got caught off guard.’

In one-on-one duels, especially in arenas, ranged weapons were rarely used.

The reasons were numerous, but one stood out: it was hard to maintain distance from the start.

Ranged weapons usually came with only close-range daggers as backup, so finishing a fight from afar was the optimal strategy.

However, his opponent had done the exact opposite.

‘Charging in from the start? What kind of lunacy is that?’

‘Why would someone abandon the advantages of a ranged weapon to engage in close combat?’

Even though dual crossbows allowed for rapid fire, Friede’s approach was baffling.

Originally, that weapon was meant to control an opponent’s approach with a barrage of bolts.

‘But what was the point of pondering this now?’

The regret over the first round—and the thought of how his viewers and fellow high-ranked players would mock him—clouded his vision.

At first, Gunder had thought of this tournament as casual entertainment.

The chatter about Friede’s face reveal had made it seem lighthearted.

But the situation had taken a sharp turn.

This time, he couldn’t afford to treat it like a joke or rely on showmanship to salvage his image.

Time passed, and it was finally time to pick his gear for the second match.

Gunder approached the selection process with extreme caution.

Previously, he’d assumed Friede preferred technical melee weapons.

That assumption had been a colossal mistake.

‘What should I choose?’

He closed his eyes briefly and reviewed the first match in his mind.

‘Why had he lost so easily?’

‘Was it because his equipment was countered?’

‘No, the gear wasn’t the issue.’

It was simply that he’d been so stunned by the face-shot that he couldn’t respond.

There was no telling what other bizarre tactics Friede might pull, but at least Gunder resolved not to let his mental focus waver.

He decided to stick with the same loadout as before.

However, to better defend against the relentless barrage of bolts, he switched his armor to the Sentinel Squad set, which provided slightly more protection.

‘I’m going to win this.’

Using the same loadout despite an initial loss—a strategy known as “If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it”—Gunder was fully focused on the match ahead.

Friede’s weapon choice was the same as before: dual rapid-fire crossbows.

‘So that’s your play, huh?’

As the match progressed, Friede’s pattern became clear: they used one weapon effectively twice before transitioning to another.

Clutching the dual daggers tightly, Gunder stepped into the arena.

[The game begins.]

With the official’s announcement, Gunder urgently sidestepped to evade.

A bolt lodged into the spot where he had just stood, making him swallow hard.

In his attempt to dodge, he unintentionally gave Friede more space—a dangerous move.

‘No, stay calm.’

Letting his mind wander would only play into Friede’s hands.

Tightening his grip on the Double Breakers, Gunder charged toward the advancing Friede.

‘If the opponent is coming in close…’

Daggers are superior to crossbows in melee range.

So, I’ll close the gap even more.

Friede, meanwhile, seemed to relish the element of surprise.

It reminded them of a legendary duel once played with a dual-pistol-wielding character.

Starting the match aggressively had disoriented Gunder far more than expected.

But celebrating now would be premature; Gunder was clearly more skilled in the second round.

***

-Tatat!-

Though Friede allowed a brief ambush, Gunder quickly sidestepped and closed in.

His movements were clean and precise, exuding confidence.

Even though both fighters were engaging in close combat, Gunder’s intention to stick to Friede like glue was obvious.

Meanwhile, Friede relied on kiting tactics.

-Tunk! Tutunk!-

Heavy, dull sounds echoed as bolts scattered in every direction.

Having initially charged like a bull with its tail on fire, Gunder shifted his focus.

He backstepped, creating as much distance as possible, and unleashed crossbow shots.

Friede noticed Gunder’s light armor and nimble movements, realizing how adept he was at rolling, stepping, and deflecting with his weapon to steadily close the gap.

‘Tch, annoying.’

The dual rapid-fire crossbows weren’t the easiest weapons to handle.

Single or burst shots depended on the pressure applied to the trigger, requiring Friede’s full focus.

At critical moments, the burden of dual triggers in both hands added mental strain.

But wasting bolts carelessly wasn’t an option either.

-Ting!-

A single, well-aimed shot ricocheted off Gunder’s dagger, followed by a precise lunge.

-Whoosh!-

Instinctively leaning back, Friede barely avoided the piercing, awl-like tip of Gunder’s Armor Breaker.

As Friede’s precarious position left a brief opening, a bolt from their crossbow grazed Gunder’s neck.

Friede attempted to follow up with another shot, but Gunder intercepted with his weapon, leading to a back-and-forth exchange.

Though it appeared to be a close contest, Friede felt the flow of the match shifting against them.

‘This is it.’

The limitations of Friede’s weapon became apparent.

Even as single-handed crossbows, they were bulky, making it difficult to counter Gunder’s rapid close-range attacks.

Clearly, Gunder had earned his reputation as a top-tier challenger.

As Gunder closed in for another attack, Friede backstepped and tumbled away to create space.

But the gap was only five paces.

To Gunder and the watching crowd, this retreat seemed like a futile move—a desperate last resort.

-Pah!-

Gunder rushed forward again, his determination to prevent Friede from gaining any distance palpable.

As the distance closed, Friede’s mind became calmer, their perception of time slowing.

Though they fired suppressive shots, only a few connected.

“Take this!”

-Krak!-

With an exaggerated shout, Gunder batted away Friede’s crossbow bolts using his Sword Breaker.

It was a desperate situation for Friede.

Realistically, giving this much distance to a ranged fighter should have sealed the match.

But just as Gunder raised his Armor Breaker to pierce Friede, thunder echoed.

-Kwoom!-

A small dagger, so tiny it was almost pitiful compared to the massive Armor Breaker, deflected the blade at the last second.

Gunder staggered back like a marionette with its strings cut.

Friede raised the tiny dagger high.

-Squelch!-

The small dagger—a backup weapon meant for ranged fighters—pierced Gunder’s throat.

His health bar depleted entirely, and his body collapsed onto the ground.

The last expression on Gunder’s face resembled someone exclaiming, ‘Oh no!’

For some reason, it felt incredibly satisfying to see.

“Sorry, I still had one shot left.”

***

[Amazing! Awesome! Awesome!]

[Did they just parry with that tiny dagger?!]

[This maniac… Obsessed with parries, but somehow still lovable.]

[Gunder, if you lose, you’ll be a traitor!]

[This is insane—Friede!!!]

[From choosing dual rapid-fire crossbows to landing that final parry, it’s insane.]

[First, Gunder set a record for the shortest match, and now he’s losing at close range to a crossbow user?]

[This is the prestige of the 120th-ranked player?]

[If you think Gunder is making every pro below him look like a joke, upvote this! LOL]

[Upvotes? Bruh, this is a chatroom, not your forum. Get out.]

The smartphone screen displayed the STK official broadcast.

“…This is it,” muttered Lotus, watching Friede’s parry with shining eyes.

Goosebumps covered their body, exhilarated by the artistic parry Friede had performed moments ago.

Lotus anxiously chewed their nails.

Defeating a melee opponent with a ranged weapon’s backup dagger wasn’t common, but achieving it was undeniably remarkable.

‘How many other top-tier challengers could pull off something like this?’


Initially, Lotus thought players like Nana Warden or their STK teammates might match Friede, but now they weren’t so sure.

‘Ah, if only…’

Lotus wished they could be Friede’s next opponent instead of Gunder.

Writhing with anticipation and envy, Lotus watched as the game signaled the start of what might be Gunder’s final match.



 
  Chapter 72: It’s abnormal


“Yes, what a series of surprises! Friede takes the second set as well! Gunder relentlessly pursued Friede, who was equipped with a ranged weapon, but ironically, that very persistence led to his defeat.”

“Friede’s  lightning-fast parrying timing turned the tables. Truly, it was a play like a hidden dagger tucked in her sleeve! What do the two commentators think?”

“Gunder must have been deeply affected by the crushing defeat in the first set. He seemed to overextend himself a bit. While the crossbow has its limitations as a ranged weapon, considering the plays Friede has been known for, he should have closed the distance but attacked more cautiously.” 

“It’s unfortunate. On the other hand, Friede’s psychological tactics were impressive. No one would have expected her to attempt parries with a simple dagger meant as a secondary weapon for ranged combat.”

“That dagger is a secondary weapon with lower performance compared to primary daggers, especially in terms of parry correction. But Friede, as expected, has showcased countless parry highlight reels with a broken greatsword.” 

“It feels like she delivered another iconic performance this time. To be fair, Gunder didn’t do poorly in the second set. For the equipment he used, his approach against a ranged opponent was the best he could do. He even managed to close the gap without losing too much health despite the barrage of bolts. Still, it makes one wonder if it would’ve been better to fight with a buckler or a small shield instead.”

The commentators’ analysis only added fuel to the fiery atmosphere of the match.

Unlike the absurdity of the first set, the second set was filled with novel, intense exchanges.

It was more than enough to satisfy the heightened expectations of the audience, who had grown increasingly discerning.

The final clash and the unexpected parry reversal drew cheers from the crowd.

While everyone waited eagerly for the next match, Gunder quietly meditated in the players’ waiting room.

This might be his last match.

The early sense of fun had long since faded, replaced by a creeping anxiety and exhaustion.

Friede.

At a glance, she might seem like someone obsessed with gimmicks, but the truth was entirely different.

She was confident in everything, allowing her to pick any weapon purely based on preference.

Unlike the typical attention-seekers who sabotaged themselves with unworkable weapons, she stood apart.

After losing even with a gamble, Gunder’s mindset naturally became more cautious.

Hesitation.

A feeling that follows when one attempts something only to fail miserably.

‘What should I do?’

At first, he planned to put on a show, receive just enough attention, and fight stylishly.

But those thoughts had long disappeared into oblivion.

Still, what could he do? There was no way he could back down now.

‘Fine. I have to go.’

If defeat was inevitable, he might as well make his last stand spectacular.

***

As the third set approached, Gunder stepped onto the battlefield.

That’s when it happened.

“Oh, did you have a good rest?”

Friede greeted him cheerfully from across the arena, and Gunder felt an inexplicable sense of intimidation.

At first, he hadn’t noticed it, but after fighting her repeatedly, he realized something.

This woman exuded a certain pressure, something that made it impossible to underestimate her.

‘It’s not even the kind of “aura” you see in comics.’

‘Was it just nerves from losing consecutive matches?’ But this feeling was far too real.

He couldn’t bring himself to respond to Friede’s greeting.

“Hmm, it’s already the third set. It’s a shame I can’t use the crossbow anymore because of the two-weapon limit.”

Her casual mention of being unable to use other ranged weapons felt strangely refreshing.

‘So even she has weapons she struggles with.’

“What do you think?”

“W-what do you mean?”

“Since it’s the last set, why don’t we forget the gimmicks and fight for real? No need to overthink it.”

At first, he tilted his head in confusion.

‘So, she was suggesting…’

“We pick our gear beforehand?”

“Not exactly, just choose your best weapon and let’s have a real match. What do you think?”

Normally, he would have agreed immediately, but for some reason, he couldn’t bring himself to say it out loud.

If he accepted, it felt like admitting defeat.

“I’m going to pick heavy armor and the greatsword of the Lion Knight for this round. You’re free to counter it or match my gear; it’s your choice.”

With that, Friede casually headed towards the arena, leaving Gunder staring blankly at her back.

The first set had been as good as forfeited, but he had given his all in the second set.

Yet, despite his best efforts, it was he who had ended up sprawled cold on the ground.

Despair crept in. 

It wasn’t just despair from losing.

‘Is my skill so pitiful that someone like her can play so casually and still win?’

Friede hadn’t even seemed to take him seriously.

It was laughable in hindsight.

The weapons she had used so far were all subpar in terms of performance.

Only one person, Haldir, had likely faced her when she used a proper weapon.

By now, Gunder had long abandoned concerns about her public reveal or his own pride as the 120th-ranked player.

“To say something like that and walk off without a care…”

She was truly malicious.

***

Gunder snapped out of his daze only when he found himself unconsciously selecting his trusted equipment and standing face-to-face with Friede.

He hadn’t even planned his approach for the third set, and yet the match had already started.

‘Ah, whatever.’

Her monstrous skill would render mind games and build-ups meaningless anyway.

Driven by instinct alone, Gunder charged straight ahead.

Their swords clashed in midair, the sound ringing out as his shield deflected her strike.

He darted to the side and swung his blade from a blind spot.

His frantic, unrelenting attacks seemed almost reckless as if he was forcing an opening through sheer determination.

Like a mosquito buzzing around tirelessly, Gunder’s sword kept moving.

Friede, ever composed, responded with a calm step, ready to counter.

‘Go ahead, try to parry.’

The elegant trajectory of the glowing curved sword painted a mesmerizing path.

Unlike Friede, whose health steadily dwindled, Gunder clearly held the upper hand in terms of health bar advantage.

This was the moment where pure skill shone, unshackled by unnecessary plans or gimmicks.

Friede, realizing she couldn’t hold out any longer, changed her greatsword’s movements.

Rather than trying to follow Gunder with light attacks, she unleashed a torrent of powerful strikes aimed at predicted paths.

Whoosh!

By sheer misfortune, one of those strikes landed in an eerily perfect spot.

‘Damn!’

Clicking his tongue in frustration, Gunder gripped his weapon and shield tightly, bracing himself head-on.

Boom!

“Ugh!”

A stifled groan escaped his lips.

The crushing weight of a massive weapon slamming downward was something he could never quite get used to, even in virtual reality.

Parrying the destructive force of the Lion Knight’s greatsword with his shield, Gunder swung his curved sword with all his might, aiming for Friede’s neck.

However, Friede’s movements were far more threatening.

Her lowered body subtly evaded Gunder’s horizontal slash, the blade merely grazing her back.

It wasn’t a critical hit, but having spent his turn, Gunder was now forced to face the inevitable counterattack.

Friede’s twisted body unwound as she swung her greatsword upward in a full-force strike.

Crash!

“Argh!”

Gunder’s body was launched upward and shoved back.

Though he landed on his feet, his stance was unsteady, and Friede immediately closed in.

At this rate, it was clear to anyone watching that Gunder would run out of stamina and succumb to her assault.

Gritting his teeth, Gunder steeled himself.

‘So it’s going to come down to a brawl, huh.’

Even with his stance partially broken, he forcibly regained his balance to face his opponent.

What followed was a bloody exchange of blocking, dodging, and attacking.

Gunder had no idea how much time had passed.

All he could remember in the end was…

Dash!

His final thrust, and Friede, leaping to evade it, brought her greatsword down directly from midair.

As Gunder fell, his last thoughts were of Friede.

Although he was undoubtedly a top-tier ranker in the celestial league, he realized there were people who transcended normal definitions of strength.

He had felt this before—with Warden, with Lotus—but now…

Looking at Friede, he thought:

‘She’s abnormal.’

Boom!

Friede’s decisive strike cut through Gunder’s body diagonally, ending the game.

***

[Highlight Review of the Third Set]

Written by: Pepe-Writer

Well, the first set was kind of a mess, but the second set ended too quickly.

The third set, though, was an absolute masterpiece.

Friede used the Lion Knight’s greatsword, a weapon known for its explosive power with jump attacks.

Gunder wielded a scimitar and round shield, specializing in hit-and-run and rapid close-quarters combat.

The most critical factor when using the Lion Knight’s greatsword is distance control.

To utilize its explosive power, you need some space. 

If you get too close, you risk overshooting your target.

Gunder knew this and tried to turn the fight into a chaotic brawl.

Interestingly, when Gunder played to his usual style, he managed to make close combat somewhat manageable.

Of course, with the difference in weapon attack speed and his shield, the situation was unavoidable.

If he had been using dual swords, the greatsword’s single decisive strike could have turned the tide in Friede’s favor.

One of her predicted heavy attacks did land on Gunder. 

His shield blocked it, but without it, he’d have been done for.

Let’s not forget that Friede has repeatedly overcome supposedly impossible situations in this game.

What stood out here was that against her, we saw a typical matchup you’d expect in Soul Warfare.

While Gunder is a high-ranking player, it’s unclear if Friede’s next opponent can deliver the same dramatic tension.

Perhaps Lotus might be the one to break Friede’s streak of invincibility.

***

[Comments]

[ZigGuardBelt: The first set was just Gunder letting his guard down, but Friede was at a disadvantage in the second set.]

[SomeoneEatsMidr: If Friede hadn’t landed that parry, she would’ve been knocked down there.]

[NSS: That’s true, but you have to account for the fact that Friede deliberately picked a suboptimal setup.]

[OO: I thought it was unexpected… I figured Friede would crush both Challenger and Lotus.]

[DaylightBlade: That’s normal. Friede has been overcoming unreasonable situations so far.]

[ToothpickGeneral: It’s true that the gap between lower and upper-tier challengers is drastic.]

[KimBreaker: Come to think of it, except for Gunder, all the challengers Friede has faced were in the lower ranks. Hades was mid-tier at best.]

[Loo: Hades put up a decent fight against Friede, though.]

***

After the first round of the top 16 concluded, the community was abuzz with discussions about the match between Friede and Gunder.


The second round of the top 16 would take place the following day, with the quarterfinals starting shortly thereafter.

Speculation about Friede’s next opponent was already rampant, with fans engaging in heated debates and rivalries, some even descending into insults and accusations.

“Cheers!”

Sehee toasted her victory with a can of beer, gazing out the window in celebration.



 
  Chapter 73: Mosaic Fragment


It was a turbulent day.

Starting from the qualifiers of the brawl tournament, I ended up going through the Round of 16 today.

For someone like me, who has never had much connection with gaming tournaments, this fast-paced development felt quite refreshing.

To be honest, I was pretty excited.

Even for someone without much strength, receiving attention for something big inevitably brings out a sense of vitality.

And in my case, my excitement was at an all-time high.

That’s why I ended up cracking open a can of beer late at night and shouting cheers.

Of course, not everything about this tournament was to my liking.

From the perspective of a participant, if I were to voice a complaint… while the tournament was fun, the two-weapon limit was quite challenging.

“Ah….”

I miss my broken greatsword.

It’s floating up there in the sky—so large and beautiful…

That shattered blade, though worn, exuded a dignity greater than any other weapon.

Is this what it feels like to lose a cherished friend?

***

-Thud!

-Gulp, gulp.

The beer flowing down my throat from the second can tasted surprisingly sweet.

Though the moon hadn’t risen tonight, sometimes such murky darkness has its own charm.

For some reason, the longing for someone feels even stronger tonight.

Anyway, it seems like I need to vent a bit today.

The frustration of not being able to use my broken greatsword feels like the ferocity of a beast caged in a pen.

‘How do others relieve such pent-up frustration?’

Perhaps they vent to friends or acquaintances.

As I was about to take out my smartphone, thinking I might contact someone, another thought crossed my mind.

Tonight… I want to find comfort in a different way.

I crawled back into my virtual reality capsule and entered the MS room.

I typed up a new room title:

-Friede’s Afterparty Stream-

This should do.

“Hold on.”

Just as I was about to start the stream without much thought, memories of several posts I had seen earlier surfaced in my mind.

Before starting the broadcast, I decided to first check the current state of things.

[Friede, you damn piece of trash!!!!]

[If even you’ve managed to smash your way through this, aren’t you basically the top contender to win?!]

[Just share your thoughts on making it to the finals and the skill level of the competitors—you’d rake in the cash!!!]

[What are you doing right now instead of streaming!!!]

[Ugh, that damn attention-seeker is acting up again.]

[She’s just sitting there, smirking because she knows we’re getting antsy.]

[What a menace.]

[If she thinks she can fool us, she’s sorely mistaken.]

[Please… ㅠㅠ]

[Viewer’s brain explodes!]

[Any stream will do, please, just let us see your face, Sensei.]

[I’ve prepared a generous donation. Take it all!]

[Looks like she’s been through a lot.]

The board showed signs of having been somewhat tidied up.

It was clear how much effort Ajin, who also served as the chat moderator, had put in to clean up the chaos.

Thankfully, there didn’t seem to be any posts that made me instinctively want to hit the back button like last time.

Most of the posts expressed a genuine wish for me to stream.

‘As a streamer, shouldn’t I respond to such earnest wishes with some thoughtful reciprocation?’

It might also help lift my own mood.

After tweaking a few settings…

“Stream ON.”

Muttering as if announcing a spell, I started the stream.

I think this stream might be quite… fun.

***

The ever-busy Friede’s stream panel board.

Since Friede’s broadcast home was on the Switch channel, it had the highest concentration of Friede’s die-hard fans.

Currently, they were on the verge of an explosion, the reason being Friede’s advancement to the Round of 16.

The panel board was in a frenzy with speculation and match-ups involving the remaining players who had advanced to or were predicted to reach the quarterfinals.

Friede, the rising star streamer who debuted less than a month ago.

Her victory in a clutch sniper duel and her participation in the STK brawl tournament had cemented her reputation as a skilled player.

Even those who had only heard her name before found themselves paying attention because of this tournament.

As a result, all kinds of troublemakers had descended upon the board, and some, armed with venom, were busy disparaging Friede’s skills under the guise of comparison games.

Enraged by the antics of these trolls, Friede’s fans united in opposition.

Ajin, the moderator, had spent the entire day restoring order to the chaos.

Now, though the situation had calmed down somewhat, the fans’ frustration was evident.

Their sulking was fueled by their love for Friede, despite her declaring a break from streaming.

The tension reached a tipping point when…

[Hey, you crazy slackers! The streamer is live!]

Author: Bribed Black Steel Dwarf

Everyone gather~!

The notification that Friede’s stream had gone live rang out.

Without needing to rely on the post, most of Friede’s viewers flocked to the stream in an instant.

[Friiieeeeeee!!!!!!]

[Sis, you didn’t abandon us!]

[No, she’s been captured too!]

[Congratulations on making it to the quarterfinals!!!]

[Holy crap, you even beat Gunder! Let’s go for the championship!]

[Lilypad, prepare yourself! Warden, brace yourself!]

[How strong is Friede if even Warden is uneasy and Lilypad is trembling?]

It hadn’t been long since the stream started, and as always, the chat exploded with activity.

The follower-only chat, one-minute cooldowns, and all other measures to slow down the chat had long since become a necessary standard.

[What’s with the screen?]

[Haven’t turned the cam on yet?]

[Are you streaming from the MS Room today? Or is it a real-life cam stream?]

[Say something, anything, Sis!]

Watching the endless waves of chat, I considered staying silent until it calmed down.

But at this rate, I’d be up all night, so I rested my hands on the keyboard.

Even though the camera wasn’t on, it was easy enough to communicate through the moderator chat.

[Friede777: I’m planning to do an afterparty stream today. Let’s have a little just-chatting time before I turn the camera on. ^^]

[An afterparty is a must, Sis!]

[Come on, just turn the cam on already… it’s not like you’re hiding from the law.]

[Hey, Friede, be a proper lady and show yourself!]

[You said it was your day off, and now you’re streaming again? Did the sun rise in the west?]

Day off.

‘Honestly, I had planned to take the day off, but emotions are fickle, and plans always change.’

This stream was my way of relieving some frustration, just as much as it was for the viewers.

[Friede777: Actually… I want some comfort today.]

So I said it honestly, typing those words.

***

[Comfort? Who upset our Sis?]

[Oh no… she feels lonely…]

[This is an opportunity! @@]

[Sis, I’m excellent at comforting others. I’m 190 cm tall, sweet, and handsome. Seoul-based.]

[Next, it’ll be a greasy soup-eating pig… sigh.]

The reactions were, as always, intense.

At first, I used to be surprised, but after so much of this, I’d grown indifferent.

However, the lack of substantial messages amidst the chaos was a bit disappointing.

‘Had I overestimated the quality of my viewers?’

After observing the reactions for about a minute, one message finally caught my attention.

[But what happened? You made it to the quarterfinals, so why do you seem down?]

‘Yes, this. This is what I wanted to hear.’

[Friede777: Not being able to use my broken greatsword in the tournament… it really sapped my strength.]

[LOL, she’s still hung up on that broken sword!]

[A girl obsessed with a broken greatsword… suspicious.]

[Didn’t you use plenty of sturdy weapons today? Why obsess over the broken one?]

[Is broken gear your fetish?]

“…Could it be? Is defective gear my fetish?”

I muttered to myself, the question hanging in the air since my mic was off and no one could hear it.

There’s a term in gaming: “gear dependency.”

Most players know it, a term used to describe how reliant one is on the quality of their equipment.

But for me, gear dependency wasn’t about quality—it was something else entirely, as I realized during this tournament.

[Friede777: Why do other weapons feel so off in my hands… It’s so difficult.]

***

[Donation from ZiegGuarterBelt: ₩50,000!

-Sis, if you could use the broken greatsword, could you sweep the competition?]

[Friede777: Thank you, Zieg! Hmm, I think I’d have a much easier time winning than in today’s matches—except against Haldir.]

That guy was practically my theoretical counter, so even with my favorite weapon, it wouldn’t be an easy match.

Without the advantage of compatibility, it wouldn’t even last a second.

“It just doesn’t fit.”

The spear of the Thorn King, the greatsword of the Lion Knight, the rapid-fire crossbow… they all felt worse.

It wasn’t like dealing with recoil in FPS games.

It was more like… even if the weapon was outstanding, it didn’t feel right for me.

A lack of harmony with the weapon.

Not just unrefined; it was as if these weapons actively lowered my energy.

Of course, as a warrior, not being able to handle a weapon would be absurd. 

I could use them all proficiently without practice.

But they failed to awaken my full potential.

That’s why I nearly struggled against Gunder unintentionally.

“Does virtual reality have nuances like this?”

I tilted my head in thought.

Usually, concepts like “feeling” a weapon’s fit are exclusive to athletes using real equipment.

“No, it’s just me.”

In the end, it was likely my own stubbornness.

That irrational belief that it had to be this weapon, even though I could manage with others.

***

[Friede declares: With the broken greatsword, I’ll win them all!]

[But you already won with other weapons, stop being dramatic LOL.]

[So the broken sword turns into a butcher’s blade when wielded? Shudder.]

[If you want it so much, just use it. Why not?]

[LOL, savoring the best for later.]

[True, saving the good stuff is valid.]

[Friede777: From now on…]

“From now on…”

I think it’s time to up my game.

Having seen Gunder’s level, I had a sense of the upper echelons of top-tier players.

[Friede777: I’ll pull myself together and do my best, so please cheer me on! ^^]

[Of course, we trust you, Sis!]

[Win and give us an epic showdown with Lilypad!]

[Gunder might be out, so no face reveal this time, but someday, we believe!]

[Friede fans’ heads smashed, bodies shattered!]

There’s always someone who dampens the mood at the end, but overall, the encouragement wasn’t bad.

It’s strange how even simple text in a chat can feel comforting.

***

[yaSergei donated ₩30,000!

-Sensei, ㅠㅠ we need your encouragement too. Please do a face reveal!]

[Friede777: Thank you, yaSergei! A face reveal? Hmm… @@]

[Who’s the punk that suggested it?!]

[Oh no, another “mysterious warrior” act… will you take responsibility?!]

[Drag that guy out!]

Watching the explosion of protests aimed at the donor, I adjusted some settings and unmuted the mic.

“Alright, I’ll do it.”

The chat froze for a moment.

‘Was it due to the flood of messages?’

No, it was actual silence. 

No one typed a single character.

I changed the MS Room settings, took off my helmet, and turned on the camera.

And then…

[What the hell?!]


[Oh my god, LOL, I forgot this was an MS Room stream.]

[A face reveal? Never happening! No way! Nooo!]

[LOL, knew it! Damn it! DAMN IT!!!]

A complex and grotesque mosaic covered my entire face.



 
  Chapter 74: Stop being picky about weapons!


The day after the broadcast ended, for the first time, the Alpha Code-registered heroes’ chat room came alive.

It was a monumental moment, as everyone conversed simultaneously for the first time.

“Congratulations, unnie. It wasn’t necessary, but thanks for cleaning up that extra mess.”

“Ha! Is that how a grateful brat acts, Dayoung? Aghh!”

There was a moment of rustling followed by Pepe’s scream suddenly cutting off.

Pepe… died?

While wondering if her head had split in a V-shape again, the quiet voice of Ajin, who was usually just a presence, echoed softly in my ears.

“Th-that was really amazing, unnie. I’ll make sure to edit this video… to look as cool as possible!”

“Thanks.”

Indeed, nothing beats a good pat-pat.

Though it might be a bit cheeky for a streamer to feel this way, the encouragement from fellow heroes felt more energizing than the praise of viewers.

It’s the rarity, perhaps. ‘How many people in the world are as rare as heroes?’

“You’re different! Not like the ones who whine to you to clean up their messes,” Dayoung muttered.

“Hey, I’m seriously grateful, okay? When did I ever whine to unnie? You don’t even know!”

“Well, whatever—”

As Ajin meekly withdrew, Dayoung shifted the topic.

“More importantly, unnie.”

“Yeah?”

“I think you should tone down throwing hints about face reveals.”

“Ah, that…”

Before I could respond, Dayoung dropped a link in the Alpha Code chat.

When I clicked it, I saw a flood of posts criticizing me.

‘And… what’s with this community?’

“Friede Gallery?”

On the top panel of the forum, my nickname was unmistakably displayed.

“They even created a gallery just for you, unnie. Your broadcast fans caused such chaos they had to make a containment zone.”

What?

‘A containment zone?’

‘What is this, a gulag?’

I felt a surge of indignation, like a volcano erupting.

Calling it a containment zone was unreasonably harsh.

They’re the viewers of my broadcast, after all. 

‘Whether I do a mosaic face reveal or something else, it’s my decision. Why did they make this containment zone without my input?’

Driven by curiosity, I decided to take a look at the forum.

Refreshing the page, an endless stream of posts appeared.

Despite being a brand-new gallery, the activity level was overwhelming, unmatched by any other forum.

Perhaps it was due to the impact of last night’s brawl competition.

[Moderator, you scumbag! Don’t bait people with that nonsense!]

Author: ZekeGarterBelt

[Don’t insult the purity of my heart!]

[ToothpickGeneral: Soup… Retort…?]

[Can’t someone remove that mosaic? I’m dying to see it!]

[WashBasin: Give up… I looked it up, and Friede’s using the latest MS Room Moses version. Removing the mosaic is practically impossible. If you mess up while trying, you’ll end up with a lawsuit and a police record.]

[NHope5555: What a devilish woman… But I still can’t hate her.]

[Loo: Friede Gallery fans are losing their minds!]

[A plant lover, infuriated by Friede’s fake face reveal!]

Author: WeedCutter

[Even Buddha and Jesus would tremble at Friede’s deceit. Total Beelzebub!]

[ZekeGarterBelt: ?? Isn’t it Lucifer?]

[MidirTheEater: Mol? Lu]

[oo: Why Beelzebub if Buddha’s involved? Add Asmodeus to the mix!]

[Breaking news! Friede releases a statement on the face reveal scandal!]

Author: 00

[This counts as a face reveal. There won’t be a better one this season, or maybe even this generation. I’ve never dragged things out or baited you on purpose. And stop calling me your ‘noona.’ You shut-in losers…]

(A cool meme of Friede)

What on earth do they think of me?

[yaSergei: She never said that, but somehow it’s infuriating.]

[Loo: Ah, a face reveal! Lololol]

[LLAmpadu: This mosaic is driving me crazy, lolol.]

[KimSnapper: I’ll hold my breath until noona shows her bare face!]

[L: Okay, next corpse.]

[TheDominator: Bro, this guy’s laughing.]

[WashBasin: Leave him. He’s probably having sweet dreams.]

Though the tournament was discussed, people were mostly obsessed with the latest hot topic: last night’s face reveal issue.

Watching this, I was initially dumbfounded but soon felt a strange sense of satisfaction.

‘How should I describe this feeling?’

It’s like the pride you feel after playing a prank that you really wanted to pull off.

‘Did someone scribble on my screen?’ I wondered, wiping it with my finger.

-Swipe, swipe.

The friction noise of my fingers on the screen stood out.

Each time I refreshed, a new post replaced the previous ones.

A growing sense of excitement began to consume me.

‘This was… pretty thrilling, wasn’t it?’

Unlike the Soul Warfare gallery or OutVent, which were communities about the game, this gallery was purely about me—streamer Friede.

It wasn’t an official channel or a board I personally managed.

It was a community created without my knowledge, dedicated to talking about me.

“Isn’t this great?”

“This?!”

Dayoung’s confused response only stirred an inexplicable sense of mischief in me.

‘What kind of content should I try next?’

‘How about pretending to do a face reveal but only showing one eye?’

“You’ve really done it this time.”

Dayoung clicked her tongue in disapproval.

A mosaic face reveal—what a masterful bait.

“Honestly, it’s fun. For some reason, my ideas naturally lean toward this kind of content.”

Though speechless for a moment, Sehee eventually nodded.

Thinking about it, she’s always been the type to follow her own pace.

Getting flustered would only be a loss, so Dayoung steadied herself.

“Stop it already. The viewers put up with it because they love you, but if you keep piling on the bad karma, it’ll blow up in your face someday.”

“This is content. Pulling views like this makes you a true industry villain, Bitch-Sehee.”

“Connecting with Pepe on this makes me feel strangely insulted.”

To deceive viewers this much and still maintain popularity… maybe she truly is extraordinary.

Sometimes, her brilliance is almost blinding, and I can’t help but wonder, ‘What if I had been summoned to that world instead of her?’

I don’t know how difficult the trials she faced were, but…

‘Maybe I could have done it too.’

‘Not that I want to steal her place or anything like that.’

‘When you admire someone, sometimes you can’t help but imagine yourself in their shoes. Like now.’

“It’s okay, unnie. Do whatever you want to do!”

“Ha! Bitch-Sehee, aren’t you afraid of becoming a hated streamer and getting canceled?”

Ah, it’d be great if those annoying brats weren’t around.

Dayoung clicked her tongue bitterly.

[Preview of the Quarterfinal Match: Friede vs. Bisu]

With a two-weapon restriction in place, it’s difficult to provide an accurate preview as their main picks are locked.

However, since neither player will be using their preferred weapons, we’ll try to analyze the match based on the alternatives.

Friede specializes in using a broken greatsword, focusing on parries and counters. 

Her sense of spacing is exceptional, and her reaction time optimized for parries and counters is nothing short of astounding.

In contrast, Bisu’s main picks are oversized weapons like poleaxes and the Rebel’s Greatsword. 

Known for their OP reputation, these weapons are used in a whirlwind-style attack strategy that takes advantage of their wide reach.

Even if Friede can dodge the greatsword using her sense of distance and reaction speed, Bisu always aims for a reversal using his super armor-backed Iron Mountain technique.

For those who have seen Bisu play in Challenger League, he’s the quintessential infighter who invests heavily in strength and endurance stats. 

While he may seem similar to Haldir in his focus on a solid playstyle, there’s a distinction:

Haldir uses the unique traits of his armaments to navigate matches, while Bisu relies on the super armor of oversized weapons to overwhelm opponents and capitalize on counters.

The key point in this match will likely be how Friede counters Bisu’s Iron Mountain technique.

Of course, if their weapons change, who knows?

***

[Comment Section]

[OO: It’s a shame about the two-weapon restriction. I wanted to see them fight with their main picks.]

[RedChrysanthemum: Bisu’s playstyle is surprisingly tricky to deal with, especially his habit of backstepping and following up with an upward strike using the poleaxe shaft. If Friede rushes in recklessly, she might get caught off guard.]

[Azini: Friede unnie will definitely win! I just know it!]

[Loo: Sure, your Friede’s going to get stomped this time.]

[Nek: She’s been building up bad karma ever since that lousy face reveal. Get ready to face the consequences, lolol.]

[Azini: What are you even saying?]

[UnnieAndMe: Just shut up and watch.]

[Pepe: Hahaha!]

***

It’s said that in Soul Warfare, no weapon holds an absolute advantage.

Every weapon has its unique potential, and depending on the user’s skill and playstyle, the tide of battle can always turn.

‘Isn’t that true for all games?’

Any game that follows the rule of “pick something and compete” doesn’t offer a choice with a guaranteed 100% win rate, regardless of genre.

Imagine picking a final boss character to face an opponent using a regular character in a fighting game.

‘Does that guarantee victory?’

‘Likewise, in an FPS game, does equipping the most powerful gun ensure a win?’

There are advantages and disadvantages, of course.

But as long as it falls within the game’s rules, it’s not the pinnacle of unfairness.

Even the concept of “gear advantage” is contained within those boundaries. 

‘If it crosses that line, the game starts to collapse.’

If you’re wondering why these thoughts crossed my mind:

“Not using the broken greatsword?”

That question came from my quarterfinal opponent, Bisu, who had, without hesitation, chosen the OP Rebel’s Greatsword.

He seemed somewhat disappointed to see me not pick the broken greatsword.

‘I’m sorry if I disappointed you,’ I thought, silently apologizing.

But my decision to save the broken greatsword for the very last moment was firm.

I am Friede, the Hero of Light.

Even without the broken greatsword, as I declared during the broadcast…

‘I’ll show you the power of a true hero.’

Lifting the sword in my right hand, I vowed to the blade.

The Lantern Warden’s Rapier.

Its elegant design, with its gold-embellished blade, was impressive enough to please me.


The signal to start the match rang out.

“Let’s do this.”

The delicate blade, a stunning rapier adorned with golden threads, shimmered under the starlight.

‘The takeaway?’ Don’t be picky about weapons.



 
  Chapter 75: This is invalid!


‘How many exchanges had there been?’

With such a significant difference in weight class between their weapons, the match didn’t end quickly.

Thwack!

The blade narrowly missed the head, but strands of hair floated in the air, as though cut by the massive greatsword. 

No, some of them were likely severed in the weapon’s trajectory. 

The sheer determination to win radiated so strongly that even Friede couldn’t help but think she couldn’t afford to take this opponent lightly.

“Tsk!”

As the opponent clicked their tongue and widened the gap, frustration at the missed strike was evident.

The weapon in her hand, resembling the crescent blade wielded by Guan Yu, gleamed with a sharp, icy glow.

Friede’s grip tightened around her slender sword, the Rantert Rapier. 

The more fragile and delicate the weapon seemed, the deadlier its intent could be. 

Simply gauging the blade’s appearance wouldn’t reveal its true potential.

‘I’ll go first.’

Tap!

Once her decision was made, her body followed.

She launched herself at the opponent, who retaliated with a powerful slash of their massive blade, intending to skewer her.

Faced with a crushing blow capable of shattering everything, Friede angled her rapier slightly.

Clink!

Instead of a clash of steel, the greatsword slid off her blade like water.

The wielder of the greatsword, visibly startled, parted their lips slightly in astonishment.

Had they not been wearing a helmet, their expression would have likely been a mixture of disbelief and annoyance.

Friede’s ability to parry the strike made it seem almost unreal, as though such a feat shouldn’t have been possible, even in a game.

But despite their awe, the situation remained critical.

As Friede’s movement shifted forward, the rapier and greatsword scraped against each other with a jarring metallic sound.

She dashed closer, each step closing the gap. 

In a swift motion, she unleashed a light attack aimed precisely at the vulnerable spot.

Swoosh!

The strike left a thin, sharp wound.

Not deep.

Considering the strain on stamina caused by evading and countering the greatsword’s relentless attacks, it was enough.

‘If only I could press harder with this opening!’

The opportunity was still there.

That’s when she noticed the muscles in the wielder’s arms tensing as they gripped their weapon.

‘Now…’

This was sufficient.

Even though they’d taken damage, their lack of stiffness and fluid retaliation were clear signs of a strong counterattack.

But the attack wouldn’t come from their weapon.

‘It’s coming.’

Through the golden visor obscuring their face, Friede’s eyes sharpened in focus.

Boom!

The armored figure, as imposing as a fortress, charged forward like an unstoppable bulldozer, their body carrying the weight of their attack.

‘I was waiting for this.’

At this moment, her body moved mechanically, as if controlled by a program.

Just before their massive frame collided with her, she executed a perfect backstep, narrowly avoiding the blow.

The charge destroyed nothing but empty air, leaving the opponent slightly off balance.

Crouching low, Friede prepared her counterattack.

Even though their sheer force reduced stiffness, such a massive movement inevitably created gaps in their defense.

Capitalizing on this opening, Friede unleashed the sequence of moves from her rapier’s combat skill—

Rantert’s Rapid Strikes.

The blade glowed brilliantly.

***

“Ah, it’s over.”

“The first set is decided,” a voice remarked indifferently.

Watching the match unfold, Lotus, seated at a table, idly plucked flowers from a vase and inhaled their scent.

For her, who would face the victor in the finals, there wasn’t much to ponder.

Her only real concern was Friede.

While others might dismiss it as trivial, it mattered deeply to Lotus.

The desire to face Friede at her full strength continued to grow.

“Truly fascinating. And troublesome.”

The two-weapon restriction Lotus heard about from her manager seemed reasonable enough at first glance.

Even though Friede hadn’t managed to slice through the greatsword, this much was sufficient to Lotus.

Lotus wanted Friede to experience a single moment of despair—a moment of failure in the face of her broken greatsword.

After all, this tournament wasn’t full of pushovers. 

She wanted Friede to realize how difficult it was to break through with such a weapon.

Yet, things were becoming increasingly unpredictable.

‘She never considered the broken greatsword from the start.’

‘If Friede had deemed it unviable from the beginning, that would be understandable.’ 

A satisfying conclusion.

‘But what if the opposite were true?’

‘If Friede had been saving the broken greatsword…’

Lotus plucked a delicate petal from the flower.

And another.

“Will she use the broken greatsword?”

Then a third petal.

“Or will she not use it?”

Finally, the fourth petal.

“Or perhaps she’ll fall before she even gets the chance.”

She froze.

The thought of that strong and beautiful person being utterly defeated was unsettling.

It was almost as if imagining it defiled the purity of her thoughts.

Her forehead twisted grotesquely in irritation.

Whether intentionally or not, the deep lines carved into her brow made her look like a malevolent deity.

If fans of Lotus, the so-called “Goddess of Esports,” saw her expression at that moment, they might have fainted.

Perhaps this grotesque face would become a viral meme—”Lotus’s humiliating expression.”

But such trivialities didn’t concern her now.

“Friede… You’re older than me, right? Why do you place so much importance on that broken greatsword? Is playing with that weapon more important to you than dueling with me?”

In response to the desperate question echoing in Lotus’s heart, Friede simply smiled faintly and walked away.

At first, Lotus had admired Friede’s overwhelming skill and stunning appearance.

But seeing her stubbornness over the broken greatsword stirred feelings of jealousy.

Even after going so far as to alter the tournament rules, if Friede were to…

‘If she chooses that weapon in the finals…’

Love might turn into hatred.

The second set began as Lotus calmed her emotions and resumed watching the match.

The weapons for the second set remained the same.

It was incredible that Friede could respond so precisely in such situations.

Many skilled players had faltered against this pattern, but she held her ground.

‘She’s good. Really good.’

‘Was the rumor true?’

Though she was a new challenger-ranked player, her potential was said to rival Lotus and Warden.

It didn’t seem to be a lie.

That’s why Lotus had chosen the same loadout.

Though it wasn’t a mirror match, if she couldn’t surpass Friede wielding this weapon, there would be no point in continuing.

The set started with the opponent rushing in.

When Friede responded at full speed, their eyes flickered with surprise.

‘Huh? What’s this?’

‘Was she really engaging in a frontal clash?’

Concerned it might be a trap, the opponent cautiously swung a light attack as Friede entered their range.

They remained ready to cancel the move at any moment if Friede attempted a parry.

But…

Clang!

With a clear metallic sound, Friede once again deflected the attack with her rapier, as gracefully as before.

The opponent couldn’t help but admire how such a delicate blade could execute such fluid counters.

But they wouldn’t be caught off guard again.

This time, they mixed in subtle pauses and irregular rhythms with their light attacks, creating a whirlwind of pressure.

As Friede’s advance slowed slightly, the opponent sighed in relief.

That incredible parry technique was impressive, but it seemed to momentarily lock her movement.

Whoosh!

The greatsword sliced horizontally in a sweeping motion.

Friede crouched low, spinning swiftly to close the distance, her blade flashing brilliantly.

After the horizontal slash, she reversed her motion, her rapier tracing an elegant arc to deliver a vertical cut, then stabbing repeatedly in rapid succession.

It was a series of strikes so fluid and relentless that it seemed more like a combat skill than natural movements.

‘She’s fast!’

The opponent felt chills as their thighs were slashed repeatedly, thin lines of blood marking the cuts.

“Where do you think you’re going?”

Unwilling to repeat their prior mistake, they tried to counter with a desperate knee strike.

But Friede unleashed her stored momentum, spinning her body as she leaped into the air.

The rapier in her hand followed the flow of her rotation, relentlessly carving into her opponent’s body.

Squelch!

Blood splattered as her blade pierced through the armor.

Before the opponent could retaliate with an upward swing of their greatsword, Friede was already faster.

Thrust!

‘Damn it!’

A silent scream echoed in their mind.

The rapier had precisely pierced a vital point, bypassing their defense.

Their strength gave out, and they were momentarily immobilized.

Landing gracefully, Friede pulled her rapier back.

She twisted her torso, pulling her shoulders and arms into a taut bowstring-like position.

And then…

Bang!

A devastating thrust followed, so powerful it was hard to believe it came from a rapier.

The final, resounding blow landed just before the opponent could recover from their stiffness, sending their health bar plummeting.

‘Damn it!’

Their vision turned red, as though their eyes were bleeding.

On the verge of defeat, they gritted their teeth.

Instead of fighting back, they prioritized retreating, leaping backward in a desperate bid to recover.

To avoid pursuit, they swung their polearm in an upward arc, but Friede remained motionless, watching with a blank expression.

It felt as if she were mocking their struggle.

Then, Friede made a strange gesture.

She slowly raised her hand, pointing a finger at her opponent, before beckoning with a slight curl of her finger.

‘Was this…?’

‘Taunt.’

A gesture that could be considered bad manners.

Of course, compared to outright disrespect, it was mild, but it was still unbecoming in a tournament setting.

“Heh!”

They couldn’t help but laugh.

‘It was so blatantly obvious.’

‘If they fell for this bait, Friede would surely counter with a parry.’

‘As if I’d fall for such a simple trick…’

“Gotcha!”

With a roar, they charged forward.

Despite recognizing the taunt as a ploy, they couldn’t resist.

Like déjà vu, Friede charged back, meeting their assault head-on.

The traitor’s greatsword tore through the air as it aimed at Friede.

The spear’s thrust carried precise, pinpoint intent.

The crowd, the commentators, and even Lotus held their breath as the moment unfolded.

Flash!

In the blink of an eye, the match was over.

Though her chest plate bore a dent, Friede’s rapier pierced her opponent’s heart with a brilliant gleam.

The sharp edge of her blade gleamed defiantly, even as blood seeped from the deep wound in her opponent’s chest plate.

The final strike was nothing short of devastating.

‘Had it been even slightly deeper, it wouldn’t have been her opponent falling.’

Normally, such a narrow victory would have left her exhilarated.

But instead…

“Ugh.”

She let out a sigh of disappointment.

It felt like she had won but somehow lost.

“If only my chest were smaller, it would’ve been a perfect game…”

Pouting, she kicked a small rock on the ground.

“Ugh! It’s all because of my chest!”


Even in victory, she felt frustrated.

Unfairly so!

‘Wait… but I won, didn’t I?’

“…Huh?”



 
  Chapter 76: This is bothersome


The first match of the semifinals, which began with a showdown between Freide and Bisu, ended with a 3-0 landslide victory for Freide.

“Hello, everyone! This is Jiyoung, your brawl interviewer! One side of the STK semifinals has finally been decided!”

[As usual, deep underground~]

[It’s definitely her. She’s the interviewer again this time.]

[The quarterfinal match was epic, truly eye candy lol.]

[Sis, reveal your face already. Reveal your face, reveal your face, reveal your face…]

[These Freide stans lose it whenever she shows up.]

[They’ll all bail if she actually reveals herself, lol.]

[Why would they leave? They’d just stick closer, idiot.]

[Yeah, she’ll just be a pimple-faced mess when she does, lol.]

[Someone needs to smack this jerk hard.]

Freide, who was chosen as the official interviewer for the STK Brawl Tournament, still felt overwhelmed as she spoke her first words.

The official interview for the semifinalist was scheduled to take place, and Freide was the first interviewee.

In the past, Freide had a dramatic elimination match against Suho in this very place. 

Back then, she was a rising storm, but now she’s beyond that—she could be called the very eye of the storm.

Especially since the quarterfinal match against Gunder was nothing short of a masterpiece. 

With such an incredible showdown, it was no wonder the excitement was reaching a boiling point.

Jiyoung, trying to calm her slightly nervous heart, quickly adjusted her attitude and began the interview with her usual lively tone.

***

“As the warmth of spring gently approaches, the intense heat of the quarterfinal matches has been enough to melt the lingering chill. In particular, the second set, which amazed everyone, may well be one of the best Soul Warfare matches in recent memory. Of course, we can’t forget to highlight the star of that game. Here with us is none other than Freide!”

As Jiyoung stepped aside, the camera skillfully panned, revealing Freide’s figure.

“Hello, Freide. Congratulations on making it to the semifinals.”

“Thank you.”

[Ahhhh!!!]

[Wait, is that Freide’s voice?]

[Now I see why people go crazy for her.]

[Why did you lower your voice, sis? Please make it more cheerful.]

[Her voice is pure bliss. Amazing.]

‘Wait a second…’

For some reason, Freide’s voice gave off a slightly cold vibe.

‘No, focus. Focus.’

Jiyoung tilted her head briefly but quickly snapped back to attention. 

She couldn’t afford even the smallest mistake in such an important moment.

Just look at the chat—it was practically exploding after Freide’s voice aired, as if an earthquake had hit.

Oh, come to think of it, it was like this during Freide’s elimination match against Suho too.

Quickly, Jiyoung activated the slow mode for the chat to its maximum setting. 

She couldn’t let the chaos derail this crucial opportunity.

***

“Freide, you’re known for being a user of the Broken Greatsword, but this tournament has shown you wielding various weapons. How did it feel using something so different from your usual gear?”

“Well, it was fine overall. Personally, the Lantern’s Shortsword felt like a good fit for me this time.”

Surprised by the response, Jiyoung asked in a slightly discreet tone, “How does it compare to the Broken Greatsword?”

“Oh, the Broken Greatsword is definitely better, but out of all the weapons I’ve handled so far, this one’s the best—not for performance, just personal preference.”

[Respect. Let’s honor personal taste. (Strict·Dignified·Serious)]

[Guess the shortsword fans will flood the ranked games now. Brace yourselves!]

[But honestly, with her customization, the shortsword does look cooler.]

[The Lantern’s Shortsword is surprisingly well-designed in that style.]

[Its nimble movements are so much more dynamic and fun to watch than the Broken Greatsword.]

***

“When compared to something like the Traitor’s Greatsword, which is considered top-tier, the Lantern’s Shortsword is seen as a weaker option. Why did you choose it against a formidable opponent like Bisu?”

“Typically categorized as a medium-sized one-handed weapon, the shortsword falls under the category of widely-used, balanced weapons with fewer weaknesses.”

“Choosing a somewhat niche weapon like the shortsword-rapier duo instead seemed peculiar.”

“Hmm, I liked how it looked. Even though the Traitor’s Greatsword is considered OP, the shortsword felt like it had enough potential to work. Being a medium weapon with near-lightweight speed is a highlight. If you use dash boosts and chain light attacks, you can create openings. While it’s hard to deliver a finishing blow, it’s good at disrupting the rhythm of tanky players who rely on hyper-armor and endurance.”

By interrupting their moves, she could land decisive strikes. 

For instance, Freide had used a strong attack to deliver a critical thrust, pushing Bisu onto the defensive—a clear testament to her words.

Jiyoung felt surprised by the detailed response. 

Freide’s public image had always been that of an instinct-driven prodigy, someone who acted on a genius intuition that others couldn’t comprehend.

‘So, she actually thinks through her weapon choices and strategies.’

But even within that detailed answer, Jiyoung didn’t miss a key point.

***

“Freide, so you were calculating your gameplay through your weapon choices. But the heavy strikes typical of large weapons can’t be easy to deal with. Allowing even a single hit could put you in a critical state and end the match quickly. Did you prepare any countermeasures for this?”

“Oh, that’s simple. Just dodge everything.”

“…What?”

For a moment, Jiyoung couldn’t help but reflexively question her.

She prided herself on her experience with Soul Warfare, and without it, she wouldn’t have realized how relentless and ferocious Bisu’s attacks had been. 

Freide’s statement just didn’t fit with what she knew about the game.

“You just… dodged everything?”

Seeing Jiyoung’s stunned expression, Freide shrugged nonchalantly.

“It worked, didn’t it?”

Freide’s casual response left Jiyoung retracting her earlier assessment of the player’s image.

Freide wasn’t just a typical genius—she was the kind of genius who didn’t seem to care about others’ feelings.

Of course, that was just Jiyoung’s personal impression. 

Responses like Freide’s tended to excite people.

[That’s it! That’s our girl!]

[To her, challenger combat skills are like a clumsy folk dance.]

[Freide is a god and truly invincible!]

[No matter how good your reflexes are, dodging everything is just absurd. It’s fascinating no matter how many times I watch it.]

[Wait…]

[What are you insinuating, you idiot? Are you about to drop some dumb “hack” accusation like that fool earlier?]

[It’s time to admit it… Freide is the Heavenly Demon!]

[Actually, isn’t she a hero?]

Look at that frenzy and chaos.

Even with the chat set to slow mode, it was starting to crack under the strain like a breaking dam.

‘How much slower can I set it? Should I just stop time altogether?’

Jiyoung sighed. ‘I have no choice.’

It seemed like she needed to cut the interview short. 

Prolonging it would only increase the risk of the stream being overwhelmed by the unrelenting flood of comments.

She quickly moved through her prepared questions and wrapped up the interview.

***

“Thank you for agreeing to the interview, Freide. You must be thrilled with this victory. Best of luck in your next match—”

“Ah, wait a second.”

“Yes? Is there something else you’d like to say?”

Jiyoung, her eyes wide with curiosity, waited for Freide’s reply. 

The player looked slightly awkward as she scratched her cheek.

“Um, honestly… I’m not that happy.”

“…What?”

Caught off guard, Jiyoung felt a flash of panic but quickly regained her composure thanks to her experience with interviews on major stages.

“It’s not about the victory, right? Could it be… dissatisfaction with your gameplay?”

“Yes, because…”

Freide raised her hand to her chest, resting it over the battered armor that bore the mark of Bisu’s Traitor’s Greatsword.

Her chest plate, crushed from the fierce duel, now bore evidence of the battle. 

Puffing out her cheeks in a pout, Freide expressed her grievance.

“I dodged the attack with my body…”

“…but not with my chest.”

‘What?!’

“I missed out on a perfect victory because of that.”

“It’s very disappointing.”

“Ah!”

Bang!

“Ahhh…”

Jiyoung’s sigh echoed as the room seemingly exploded.

Freide’s shocking declaration, combined with the fervent energy of viewers and the overwhelming flood of comments, caused the virtual space to collapse.

It wasn’t an actual explosion, but the situation felt no different from a bomb going off.

Like always, Jiyoung’s interview broadcast ended with…

A dramatic, explosive finale.

***

[Today’s headline: Freide lost because of her chest size!]

Posted by: ZekeGarterBelt
(Image of Freide’s chest plate damaged by Bisu’s final attack)

“How big could her chest possibly be for her body to dodge but not her chest? Freide is truly a legend. Can you feel the power gap, humans?”

TikkleMoah: “Where’s Freide in the picture? All I see is blinding light.”

KimKkaetulakku: “The beams of light radiating in every direction are overpowering.”

[Loo: Crude wording, but I feel the same, humans.]

[TheDominator: Freide’s reflexes couldn’t even keep up with her chest…]

[As of today, I am severing my supporter relationship with Freide.]

Posted by: SweetNamja

[I hereby terminate my supporter relationship with Freide. From now on,]

[we are engaged.]

[Any attack on Freide will be considered an attack on me.]

[If there are 7 billion Freide fans in the world, I am one of them.]

[If there’s only one Freide fan left, it will be me.]

[If there are no Freide fans, it means I am no longer in this world.]

[Freide, my love.]

[My life, my death.]

[My memory and my oblivion.]

[My body and my soul.]

[Freide… and me.]

[IlluminationSword: You crazy idiot. Did you even ask Freide how she feels about this?]

[SweetNamja: Dunno lol.]

[Others: Bruh, you’re writing poetry about Freide without even checking with her first? Seriously?]

[Ajin: You moron! Where do you live? If I regain my strength, you’re first on my list!]

***

[Today’s highlight: Bisu vs. Freide]

Posted by: 00
(Image of Freide and Bisu locked in close combat)

“Look at this. Freide is a legend. Using Lantern’s Shortsword to pull off moves like this in such an intense fight? Incredible.”

“Conclusion: Bring out the Lotus! Bring out the Warden!”

[ZekeGarterBelt: Other team fans are just chilling and enjoying the drama.]

[MidirEatsSisters: As a Lantern fan, seeing other teams panic over their favorites possibly losing is delightful.]

[Others: Midir, if Freide’s team faces yours, who will you cheer for?]

[MidirEatsSisters: Of course, my girl Freide!]

***

[How big is Freide’s chest?]


Posted by: KimKkaetulakku
“How big could it possibly be for her chest to lag behind her body? You expert fanboys, measure it now!”

[RandomFan: With my well-trained eyes from countless visual novels, I’d estimate it to be… love’s sacred I-cup?]

[Others: …No words. I’m speechless. I’ve made a mistake.]

[IlluminationSword: Crazy replies aside, look at the sheer number of dislikes, lol.]



 
  Chapter 77: The Hero’s Obsession is the World’s Second Best!


“Fufufu… Hehe.”

In the middle of a room lit only by the flickering light of a monitor, Ajin couldn’t suppress her twitching grin.

Her sister won!

Clenching her tiny fists, she celebrated as if Friede’s victory were her own.

‘Hmph, how could some no-name rankers dare challenge her?’ she thought.

Those weeds—be they lotuses or mere dandelions—would meet the same fate as the other rankers Friede had defeated so far.

The very thought filled her with glee, deepening the smile on her face.

Friede’s undefeated streak and legendary rise were bound to make excellent content. 

Without pause, Ajin moved her mouse and typed furiously on the keyboard.

Why? Because…

‘I am… her exclusive editor.’

A one-of-a-kind existence dedicated to Friede’s channel, overflowing with raw material to polish.

Ever since Ajin became Friede’s editor, her days had been brimming with purpose. 

Not only did Friede solve her financial woes, but she also captured Ajin’s heart.

Working by her sister’s side was all she ever wanted. 

There was no room for dissatisfaction.

***

Drip, drip.

“Ugh.”

A sudden sensation trailed down Ajin’s nose, warming the area around her lips.

Seeing the red stream of blood trickling from her nostrils, she hurriedly stuffed tissue into her nose.

‘Why does my head hurt so much lately? Have I been overdoing it?’

Her sleep schedule had been a mess, so it wasn’t surprising.

‘But… I can’t stop.’

Even though it bordered on obsession, Ajin didn’t see it that way. 

Obsession was something trivial, something petty that only second-rate, low-tier streamers indulged in.

‘I’m… different.’

She raised her head, staring at the monitor displaying the Friede777 channel.

Her sister’s channel represented a shared sense of belonging and solidarity among heroes.

As an editor, Ajin’s role was to refine and perfect the videos uploaded there.

‘I exist… to highlight my sister’s brilliance above all else.’

Like a raw diamond being polished to its ultimate form, each video added life to the channel.

Her heart swelled with anticipation at the thought of contributing to Friede’s grand mission: saving the heroes.

And so, she couldn’t stop.

Ajin got up and snapped her fingers.

From thin air, her doppelgänger emerged, sitting at the vacant computer to continue editing.

Using her doppelgänger for 24/7 productivity was her secret weapon. 

She might not possess a hero’s power, but this skill was enough to keep her going.

As long as she could click a mouse and press keys, even her feeble physical body couldn’t stop her from working.

Still, she sighed wistfully.

‘If only… I had more computers.’

Her doppelgängers, all sharing her intellect and instincts, could edit dozens of videos simultaneously—if only she had the hardware.

***

-Ding dong!

“Ah!”

Startled by the doorbell, Ajin flinched. 

Then, she remembered her appointment and reluctantly went to open the door.

Standing there was Park Dayoung, her expression exasperated.

“What the hell? Why are you bleeding from your nose?”

For a moment, Ajin considered slamming the door in her face.

But she held back. 

‘How could she turn her away when Dayoung was holding something important?’

“Come… in,” Ajin mumbled.

“What?” Dayoung raised an eyebrow but stepped inside.

Surveying the room—dimly lit except for the monitor, cluttered with junk food wrappers and bottles—Dayoung clicked her tongue.

“Wow, seriously? You’re a total shut-in, huh?”

Flicking on the lights, she winced as Ajin shielded her eyes from the sudden brightness.

This room looked like the lair of some monster, not a human. 

Even Pepe, the stuffed animal sticking out of Dayoung’s bag, seemed to snicker at the mess.

“If you keep this up, you’ll be a total pig in a year. What a waste!”

“Shut up,” Ajin grumbled. “Not like you’re wrong, though. Just… give it to me already.”

“Fine. Here.”

Dayoung handed over a small brooch.

Though it looked like cheap trinket shop fare, it emitted a faint light, glowing even in the dark.

Ajin’s hands trembled as she received it.

“Ah-!”

Warmth spread through her fingertips, melting the dark malaise in her heart like snow under the sun.

‘Yes, this is it. This is how I’m supposed to feel.’

The nosebleed had stopped.

Gone was the hesitance, the awkwardness. 

Instead, Ajin was filled with the energy to change the world.

The power of a true hero, freed from the demon king’s curse!

“This is a hero! This is the real me!”

“Wow, look at you, so hyped up,” Pepe teased.

Ignoring the remark, Ajin reveled in the return of her hero’s strength. Her exhilaration was palpable.

Dayoung, watching this transformation, simply sighed.

“So, this is the real her, huh?”

‘Well, she is strong.’

Not as much as her sister, though…

Before meeting Ryu Ajin, Park Dayoung hadn’t grasped the difference in power between heroes. 

After all, her only points of reference were Friede and Ji Sehee.

Sehee, after all, claimed herself to be a “hero who surpassed her limits.” 

Considering the performances she had shown, it was hard to argue otherwise.

But seeing Ryu Ajin now, Dayoung thought she could finally understand the baseline of what an “ordinary hero” was like.

Sure, each hero might have honed unique abilities in this world, but the total sum of their power…

‘It’s about the same level.’

“And what did that mean?”

“It meant the time trial was almost over.”

***

“Ho… hoooeeng…”

The light from the brooch faded, and Ajin, returning to her timid self, collapsed into her chair, trembling.

Anxiety bubbled up, her mind racing with the urge to feel the sweet power she had tasted again.

But the thought of going outside, of facing other people, sent her into a spiral of discomfort. 

She instinctively began biting her nails.

“You… you are…”

“I was the same way once.”

Dayoung recalled the experiment Sehee had mentioned.

Though hesitant, she had come to Ajin’s house to test something important. 

Thankfully, the results weren’t bad.

“Is… is there more?”

“Kekeke, look at you, Ajin. Addicted already? Maybe we should have Sehee train you properly.”

“Sh-shut up.”

Ajin flipped her middle finger at Pepe, who snickered at her.

Dayoung, rubbing her temples at the ridiculous exchange, perched herself on the edge of the bed.

There was one more important thing she needed to bring up.

“So, what are you going to do?”

“About… what?”

“Are you really moving to that house?”

“Y-yeah. The place is nice… and cheap.”

Dayoung sighed. The whole matter of housing had been giving her a headache lately.

“Why? Because Sehee had suggested she move into her house.”

“Sure, Sehee’s talk about gathering heroes sounded serious, but wasn’t this all happening a bit too quickly?”

As Dayoung hesitated, Pepe slapped his thigh in exasperation.

“Seriously? What’s there to think about? Dayoung, this is your chance! If you don’t hop on Sehee’s bandwagon now, when will you? Even I want to live in a big house, sipping wine and living the high life.”

“Hmm. The conditions aren’t bad…”

The project Sehee had been pushing recently was aimed at helping struggling heroes.

This so-called “hero relief” initiative included efforts to alleviate the burdens of those bound by Earth’s rules.

It seemed risky, but looking at Ajin’s current state, it was clear that some heroes needed their powers just to function normally.

Dayoung herself knew what it was like to suffer. 

She had once struggled against the Demon King’s fragments without her powers as a hero. 

If she’d retained her strength back then, she wouldn’t have been tormented by such trivial curses.

‘Of course, there’s always the risk of people abusing their power…’

But since the one granting the power was Sehee, she could always take it away if needed. 

That was why she had tested two options.

The first was providing power through a medium, like the brooch she had given Ajin.

But as they had just seen, it lasted only a minute.

The second option…

Creating a Hero Residential Area.

It was a proposal to have heroes live near Friede and Sehee, ensuring constant access to power.

“You… you’re not going to stay with her? Wh-why?”

“I just haven’t decided yet.”

Dayoung sighed. In this expensive world, it was tempting to move into such a nice house for free.

“I’m heading out. Pepe, let’s go.”

“Already?!”

Snatching up the complaining Pepe, Dayoung began preparing to leave. 

She didn’t want to show her indecision in front of Ajin, so she moved quickly.

“Ha… if only it lasted five minutes… three… or even two minutes longer.”

“True. If Sehee’s power wasn’t limited, it could last ten minutes, or even a day… huh?”

Ajin flinched.

“W-what? What’s wrong?”

“Oh, nothing. Never mind. I’ll get going.”

“Yeah… just go.”

***

-Creak!

As the door closed, Dayoung shoved Pepe back into her bag and returned home.

The semifinals and finals for Friede’s tournament were fast approaching, but a small question lingered in her mind.

‘Is the brooch’s one-minute limit really because of Sehee’s constraints?’

‘Or was it intentional?’

“Surely not…”


“What’s the problem, Dayoung?”

“Nothing. Forget it.”

“You’re no fun.”

Though the idea seemed absurd, the thought refused to leave her mind, a tiny ember glowing in the back of her thoughts.



 
  Chapter 78: Wow, what is this?


[Friede Gallery]

[But isn’t there some hidden strategy behind Friede not using the broken greatsword?]

[Author: Bbaebbaejwa]

“Friede is past the semifinals and preparing for the finals.”

“So far, Friede hasn’t used the broken greatsword.”

“Typically, you might think it’s because her opponents are formidable, so she chose a more practical weapon.”

“But is that really all there is to it?”

“Could there be another intention hidden behind it?”

[ZekeGarterbelt: Another intention? What is it? Aren’t you going to summarize it in one line?]

[Loo: Could it be that she’s deliberately saving it for something… like that?]

[KimKkaettulleokku: No way. Do you think she’s planning to use the broken greatsword in the match against Lotus?]

[Sesutbya: Looking at the finals bracket, whoever advances would have a somewhat favorable matchup.]

[Loo: She might use it then, but definitely not before the match with Lotus.]

[SweetHanNam: I’m not underestimating the master, but even for the master, Lotus is a top-tier opponent.]

[yaSergei: No matter how skilled the master is, using the broken greatsword against Lotus is absurd.]

Lotus isn’t just any ranker; she’s a top-tier challenger who regularly competes professionally.

Think back to the Stove League from two years ago. Both Warden and Lotus’s contracts expired, and offers flooded in from domestic and international teams. In the end, she renewed with STK.

In this field, Lotus is undeniably top-tier, but using the broken greatsword against her? That’s a bit…

[LLAmpadu: While the broken greatsword is technically a usable pick, it’s easy to get criticized for poor manners.]

[TheDominator: Lotus would be completely cornered by it.]

[Loo: Exactly. If she wins, it’s because of the broken greatsword. If she loses, it’s because she used it. There’s no way out of this, LOL.]

[If Friede brings the broken greatsword to the match against Lotus, I’m all in. First up, me!]

[SweetHanNam: At least write three lines, for decency’s sake.]

[KimKkaettulleokku: If Friede really uses the broken greatsword against Lotus, it’ll spark chaos everywhere.]

[ZekeGarterbelt: STK, Lotus… this is going to be brutal!]

[IlgwangSmallSword: Lotus is so prideful. If she loses to the broken greatsword, she won’t be able to sleep at night, LOL.]

***

The semifinals ended surprisingly smoothly and uneventfully.

Maybe it was because the opponent was mid-tier among Grand Masters.

It seemed like sheer luck carried the opponent to the semifinals, making their achievement impressive despite their skill level.

If heavyweights like Bisu, Gunder, Haldir, or Hades had been in the bracket instead, the semifinals would have played out completely differently.

The post-match interview went by uneventfully, and as always, I indulged in some ego-searching.

I browsed through Friede Gallery, Sweetie Channel’s panel board, and YouTube channel boards. 

Everywhere, the topic was always the same.

“The broken greatsword is disrespectful to the opponent… You need to take this seriously, especially since your opponent is a pro.”

Such discussions were everywhere.

The broken greatsword.

Honestly, I hadn’t given much thought to this weapon.

Even if it’s a trivial weapon that no one uses, even if it’s impossible for others, I wanted to show that it’s possible to shine with it.

That’s why, without hesitation, I used this weapon to reach Challenger rank.

‘Though I did switch weapons mid-way for content purposes…’

That was purely for entertainment and content creation on my stream.

But this tournament wasn’t just about me. It involved professionals, making the atmosphere too serious to ignore.

Judging from the reactions, I couldn’t help but let out a small sigh.

‘Now that I think about it, there have been plenty of comments before.’

At first, most complaints came from my own teammates.

But as I climbed higher in rank and my stream gained traction, even opponents started grumbling.

‘Why is that?’

From my perspective as a player, I didn’t see why using the broken greatsword was an issue.

No matter how weak a weapon is, skill can always compensate.

Even in virtual reality, I rely solely on the abilities of my scanned physical body. 

I don’t use any heroic powers.

So it’s laughable that the weapon’s poor performance would be a topic of discussion.

What’s truly problematic: someone using an overpowered weapon poorly, or someone carrying with a broken greatsword?

It’s obviously a matter of the person, not the weapon.

Still…

“People’s feelings are a different matter.”

I said aloud to no one in particular, trying to convince myself.

Originally, I planned to use the broken greatsword in the finals against Lotus.

I thought it would attract more attention and highlight my skills even further.

But with the public opinion being what it is, I might have to step back.

As much as I pride myself on being a hero, I can’t completely ignore public perception.

This isn’t a problem I can solve alone, so…

“Let’s ask.”

It’s time to consult my all-purpose advisor, Park Dayoung.

The event organizers sat in utter silence, each too afraid to speak, merely exchanging nervous glances.

The meeting, which had been proceeding smoothly, hit a wall with the final agenda item, leaving everyone feeling suffocated.

The marketing team leader, maintaining a grim expression, finally broke the silence.

“The coaching staff is voicing a lot of complaints. They’re worried about Lotus’s performance deteriorating under these circumstances.”

“Well, that’s…”

“They always say the same thing during events when their players participate. It’s practically a catchphrase now.”

“A professional doesn’t win every match.”

“They can make mistakes and even lose.”

“Moreover, the opponent is still a Challenger-level ranker, regardless of who advances.”

“If they’re so mentally fragile that this situation cracks them, they wouldn’t have made it this far in ranked games.”

“Normally, this would have been something to brush off without much thought.”

“Honestly, looking back, isn’t it kind of ridiculous? It’s just a friendly event match—why all the fuss?”

“Well, I can see where they’re coming from. The winner of this event is pretty much already decided.”

“But still, isn’t this a bit much? If they’re professionals, shouldn’t they understand the club’s situation? It’s not like this didn’t happen with Warden before.”

“True, but…”

“The internet won’t be as understanding as fans.”

Not wanting to spark unnecessary controversy, the speaker swallowed their words.

***

With the semifinals over, one of the finalists was determined: Friede.

Her opponent had only made it this far through sheer luck and was a mid-tier Grand Master player, making the match heavily one-sided.

The real issue lay with the players in the other semifinal bracket.

“Looking at the final match… Friede will undoubtedly win, right?”

“Yes, that seems certain.”

“Will she use the broken greatsword?”

“Who knows? But does using the broken greatsword guarantee a win?”

“Even if she loses, isn’t that her responsibility to bear?”

“No matter how much a player complains, outright banning a weapon officially provided by the game developer feels wrong.”

“Maybe the team leader should have a word with them.”

The marketing team leader sighed at the overly simplistic suggestion.

‘Easy for you all to say.’

In the end, the complaints from the coaching staff and their players would land squarely on his shoulders.

‘Damn it all.’

He cursed internally.

Despite all the worries, the conclusion was always predetermined—a frustrating inevitability.

“Alright, let’s just push forward with this.”

“What about Lotus’s side?”

“What about them? The player has to handle it themselves. Ignore any complaints from them going forward.”

Surprisingly assertive for once, the team leader dismissed the meeting with a wave of his hand.

Everyone left the room, leaving the team leader alone in the now-empty space.

He pulled out his smartphone and played a video.

A melodious voice resonated from the device:

“I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you.”

The voice was unmistakably Friede’s, repeating lines professing love over and over again.

“Ah, Friede Onee-chan.”

This was from the Friede Fan Club, known as “FriSaMo.”

It was their latest masterpiece, “Friede My Love Call ver 2.3,” painstakingly crafted for the club’s core members.

The fan club president, Bbaebbaejwa, offered this exclusive service to the club’s elite: an audio compilation of Friede’s voice saying “I love you” repeatedly.

It was, without a doubt, the ultimate reward.

The marketing team leader for STK was, in fact, secretly FriSaMo’s promotion manager, “SweetHanNam,” and one of the privileged few who received this reward.

“To think they separated every word and syllable of Friede’s lines to create something of this quality.”

He chuckled, marveling at how far technology had come.

Though some transitions sounded choppy, it wasn’t unpleasant to listen to.

At that moment, the door creaked open.

“Ah, there you are. I’ve got a report to….”

-Squeak.-

The intruder froze mid-sentence, locking eyes with the team leader.

“I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you.”

The awkward silence was broken only by Friede’s voice echoing in the room.

“Team Leader… is that…?”

“Uh…”

The team leader adjusted his glasses with a sigh.

Having one’s personal preferences exposed at work, regardless of the context, was undeniably embarrassing.

Determined to take control of the situation, the team leader stood up.

One step.

Another step.

He slowly approached the staff member.

“Huff, huff!”

The leader exhaled dramatically, building tension.

-Rip!-

“Ahh!”

The sound of fabric tearing filled the air, making the staff member instinctively flinch.

But nothing happened to them.

Opening their eyes cautiously, they gasped.

“Holy…!”

Beneath the team leader’s torn dress shirt was a T-shirt emblazoned with Friede’s image, proudly on display.

From internet memes to cleverly edited bikini shots, the shirt was covered entirely with images of Friede, leaving no blank space untouched.

It was a literal embodiment of obsession.

‘What is this…?’

‘Friede-chan? Is he seriously wearing that under his suit?’

‘Why is the STK marketing team leader wearing such a shirt?’

Before their brain could process the absurdity, dizziness overtook the staff member.

“Caught me, huh? Whatever, just watch Friede’s streams. Onee-chan is amazing!”


The team leader’s nonchalant confession shattered any remaining decorum.

“Eek!”

The staff member could only let out a metallic screech, clutching their face in disbelief.

The lives of these two employees at STK Esports, now tinged with a bizarre thriller twist, were just beginning.



 
  Chapter 79: Spoilers are not welcome


It didn’t take long to realize that there was a significant issue with the tournament bracket.

-Clang!

A sharp metallic sound reverberated as steel clashed against steel.

As if it were a signal, the two scimitars in Friede’s hands moved like the wind.

This was Friede’s dual-blade technique, one never seen before. 

The dazzling coordination of her curved blades, like a breeze escalating into a storm, left her opponent completely disoriented.

‘Inexperienced.’

Compared to her previous opponents, this one was pathetically unskilled.

Guided by her elegant movements, the trajectory of her blades pierced her opponent’s defense. 

Her motion, like a cobra lunging at its prey, was electric and precise.

Within the flamboyant dance of her blades lay a deadly dagger.

The opponent tried to block with their buckler, but the other scimitar struck a blow at their waist.

-Swish!

It grazed them.

Though not a fatal strike, it was a decisive hit. 

Capitalizing on the momentum, Friede charged forward.

The opponent, overwhelmed, had no choice but to focus entirely on defense, retreating with clenched teeth. 

The dazzling footwork and hand movements created the illusion of her two curved swords dancing in midair, nearly impossible to track with the naked eye.

Had they brought a tower shield, they might have tried to push back with a shield bash, but their small buckler proved a fatal hindrance.

-Thud, thunk, clang, thud, thunk!

The successive impacts sounded like a drummer furiously pounding their instrument.

With a barrage of short strikes, Friede was exhausting her opponent’s stamina, leaving them no choice but to eventually yield their neck.

“Damn it!”

Unable to bear it anymore, the opponent swung their buckler with all their strength in a desperate attempt to parry.

At that moment, Friede, who had been moving like a dancer with curved blades, came to an abrupt stop.

Or perhaps she had merely slowed her tempo slightly.

The buckler swung wildly into empty space, leaving her opponent exposed and defenseless before her. 

Realizing their folly, they let out a bitter laugh.

Friede, already assuming a practiced stance, unleashed her scimitars explosively.

Battle Skill – Dance of the Crescent Moon

Like a raging vortex, the scimitars lashed out relentlessly.

***

Without even their buckler left, the opponent, like clothes in a washing machine, was torn to shreds by the endless assault of the curved blades.

“Congratulations on your victory, Friede!”

“Ah, yes. Thank you.”

Perhaps because it had been too easy, Friede’s response to Jiyoung’s congratulatory words seemed slightly awkward.

[Friede! Goddé! Legendarydé!]

[Practically the best player in STK!]

[Our queen! Sniff sniff TT]

[You’re amazing, sis!]

[Soul Warfare is now ruled by Friede!]

[Friedethe Hero is a legend!]

Unlike the noisy comments in the chat during her previous matches, the atmosphere now felt oddly subdued, which made Jiyoung feel a bit uncomfortable.

Compared to the round of 16 or the quarterfinals, this was entirely different.

From the moment the semifinals were set, Friede’s victory had been all but guaranteed.

Perhaps because things were unfolding as expected, the chat lacked the fiery enthusiasm usually seen during such epic moments.

“That was a truly dominant performance. You’ve won the STK melee tournament. Could you share your thoughts on your victory?”

“Ah, I don’t have much to say. I’ve only been thinking about my final match with Lotus…”

[Thump thump thump thump thump!]

[The big one is finally coming!]

[Hey, Friede! Are you going to use the broken greatsword in your match against Lotus or not?! Tell us!]

[LMAO this dude’s having a full conversation with himself!]

“Yes, Friede, there’s one topic everyone is curious about. Will you bring out the broken greatsword that you’ve been saving for your final event match with Lotus? Could you give us a hint?”

The broken greatsword…

It was certainly something Friede had given a lot of thought. 

The online chatter, and considering who her opponent was, only made the decision harder.

She even sought advice from her close friends.

“Hmm, well, about that…”

Friede recalled the gathering they had a few days before the final match.

***

When it was hard to meet in person, they usually convened in the MS Room.

For those without VR devices, like Pepe and Ajin, voice chat linked through their AlphaCode IDs was the alternative.

Friede’s Moses Device MS Room served as the virtual reality hideout for her hero party.

Inside, Dayoung’s voice rose slightly as she asked, “Do you think using the broken greatsword might seem unsportsmanlike?”

“Yes.”

Her calm nod made them realize how naively she had approached the game.

[D-Don’t worry, sis! Anything you use will still be… honorable!]

[Just do whatever you want, Friede. Since when did you care about that stuff?]

“Shut it, you two nerds.”

‘Are they trying to ruin my reputation on purpose?’

Dayoung clicked her tongue, deep in thought.

She considered the influence of Sehee—Friede’s in-game alias—her notoriety, and her opponent, Lotus, who represented the STK team and its massive fan base.

She analyzed the in-game reputation of the broken greatsword, the impressions it gave in actual gameplay, and the tendencies and reactions of the tournament audience.

After calculating and piecing together countless factors, Dayoung arrived at a clear answer without much difficulty.

The real issue was whether this sister of hers would accept it or not.

“Unnie.”

“Yeah?”

“Let’s use a different weapon.”

That was the right answer.

There was no way she’d throw fuel onto the fire and then toss in a spark.

No, it would be more like setting an entire mountain ablaze.

“Honestly, if you were fighting another high-ranking player, using the broken greatsword… well, it could work. There might be some backlash, but none of your previous opponents had large fan bases. Lotus is different.”

The significance of STK in e-sports was immense.

Its fandom was colossal, for better or worse.

Lotus, alongside Warden, was STK’s franchise star.

Not only was she STK’s second-best player after Warden, but she also boasted a proud personality and elegant beauty, which made her universally appealing.

Her fanbase was extensive, with both male and female supporters.

Furthermore, she was one of the few players with a high-profile career, having won the international Soul Cup league twice alongside Warden.

“In e-sports, a player’s fans are essentially the team’s fans. Lotus, along with Warden, probably accounts for half of STK’s fanbase. If you defeat Lotus using the broken greatsword, her fans won’t let it slide. I wouldn’t be surprised if they storm your stream and cause chaos.”

Lotus’s prominence made her an exceptionally burdensome opponent for Friede.

“If Friede mocked Lotus with the broken greatsword, Soul Warfare’s fanbase would split into three groups:”

“The majority, who would attack Friede in support of Lotus.”

“A minority of Friede’s loyalists.”

“And the rest, who would just watch with popcorn.”

Friede had risen as a brilliant newcomer streamer, but no individual could take on the fandom of a franchise star.

“Unnie, you’d rather have calm admiration than endure chaos, wouldn’t you?”

“True.”

“So why not pick a proper weapon instead? You’ve been winging it with your weapon choices, haven’t you?”

“Ah, you noticed?”

“Maybe others wouldn’t, but we know.”

She hadn’t even practiced.

Dayoung and Ajin, who were closer to Sehee than anyone, could see that she wasn’t taking the tournament seriously.

She hadn’t even bothered to use a sub-account to deflect attention.

If she had taken it seriously, she would have practiced and gotten accustomed to a weapon.

“I’m not picky with weapons, but practicing is just too much effort.”

“Don’t you dare say that outside. There’s already a controversy section on the World Tree Wiki, and I’m not watching it grow.”

[H-Hey! St-stupid! Don’t try to c-control our unnie!]

“What’s that?”

[A fight? Count me in! Friede, how about you unlock their powers for some chaotic fun? That’d be hilarious!]

Dayoung shook her head at Pepe overreaction.

“No way. Do you want to see this country collapse?”

[Aww, boo~.]

Friede’s clear rejection ended Pepe tantrum.

From AlphaCode, Ajin’s voice came through.

[U-Unnie, w-when I think about it… though my r-reason is different… I think it’d be b-better to use another weapon and g-give it your all.]

[Haha, your wording is such a mess, Ajin.]

[S-Shut up, you pest!]

Even Friede and Dayoung widened their eyes slightly at Ajin’s input.

That Ajin, of all people, would say this? It was unexpected.

[W-Well, as a pro… it’s your j-job, isn’t it? To always give your b-best. And Lotus, being a pro too… if you think like that, it might feel a bit p-pitiful. Also…]

“Also?”

[I… I’d like to see you fight with a c-cooler weapon, unnie! When I edit your clips, I always think about that!!!]

[Hey, Ajin! Will you stop yelling? My ears are going to bleed!]

Amid Pepe complaints and Dayoung’s sigh, Friede rested her chin on her hand, lost in thought.

“A pro…”

Dayoung had opposed her choice due to external factors, while Ajin had focused on Friede and Lotus’s personal dynamic.

Both perspectives made sense, leaving Friede deep in silent deliberation.

“Well, since Ajin brought it up, I’ll say this. If you want attention and to win stylishly, the broken greatsword isn’t your only option. I think there’s a weapon out there that can satisfy you. Getting attention by carrying with a lousy weapon is one thing, but the true way to shine is to fight with a great weapon and look amazing doing it.”

[Dayoung and Ajin aren’t wrong, Friede. Whether you take the highway or a mountain trail, the destination’s the same. But why not take the highway? No need for unpaved roads.]

“Hm…”

Friede pondered for a long while.

After what felt like ages, she raised her head with calm determination in her eyes.

“I will…”

“I…”


All eyes focused on Friede’s next words.

“Whether it’s the broken greatsword or another weapon, I always give it my best. So, as for which weapon I’ll use in my match against Lotus…”

Friede paused, taking a breath, then spoke directly to the camera.

“It’ll depend on how I feel that day. The broken greatsword is sealed for now. And honestly? I’d feel mischievous spoiling it for you. If you’re curious, watch the live broadcast that day!”



 
  Chapter 80: Its name is…


[STK Brawl Tournament: The Grand Finale Event! Lotus vs. Friede! An In-Depth Exploration!]

Author: SweetGuy

[The long-awaited finale of the Brawl Tournament has finally arrived, and anticipation has reached a fever pitch.]

[Even the previous tournament finals pale in comparison to this climactic showdown.]

[This match isn’t just a battle—it’s a clash between two titans, two stars whose rivalry has captured the attention of every Soul Warfare player.]

[What makes this duel even more fascinating is the overlap in weapon categories used by the two competitors. Both Friede and Lotus favor agile, high-speed offensive styles, wielding weapons such as the straight sword-rapier, broad sword-longsword, and curved sword-scimitar with deadly precision.]

[This isn’t merely a tournament finale. It’s the ultimate showdown—a battle to crown the strongest female gamer in Soul Warfare, not just in Korea but on the global stage.]

[On one side stands Friede, a noble Valkyrie clad in radiant silver armor, perfectly embodying her former ID as the “Hero of Light.”]

[On the other side is Lotus, a ferocious Amazon, decked out in STK’s iconic black-and-red fusion armor.]

[Who will prevail in this epic clash? Which of these extraordinary warriors will be blessed by the sweet hand of fate?]

[The entire Soul Warfare community is holding its breath, with every eye glued to this momentous battle.]

[Stay tuned—history is about to be made.]

***

[yaSergei: This guy’s one of the rising names among Friede fans, right?]

[Loo: ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[JeekGarterbelt: Considering the recent ‘engagement’ stuff, it’s honestly a little creepy.]

[SisEaterMidir: Started as just a generic Mob A, but how did he fall so far?]

[Washbasin: Boom!]

[KimBrokenKnuckle: This idiot is losing it, seriously.]

[Well, Watch Closely, Newbies]

Author: KimBrokenKnuckle

It’s a broken sword angle.

With the broken sword, I’ll give Lotus a thorough lesson on humility.

[Anonymous: If the broken greatsword comes out, it’ll be Lotus fans vs. Friede fans in a decisive showdown.]

[hope5555: Our Friede is a one-person army, not someone a tagalong like Lotus can handle! Bring it on!]

[ToothpickGeneral: Do you trust in Friede’s Chaos?]

[hope5555: Ugh! No Chaos for me, thanks!]

[SunlightStraightSword: All hail Friede!]

***

[Lotus Must Be Stressed]
Author: SkinnyChair

If our queen uses the broken greatsword, the opposition will face a tough time. 

She’s probably hoping someone picks an OP weapon for her.

[ToothpickGeneral: I’d like to see her wield the Traitor’s Greatsword.]

[LyaSergei: By the way, Sensei hasn’t touched a katana.]

[Loo: Katanas are for noobs. Sensei doesn’t mess with low-class weapons.]

[LLAmpadu: Isn’t the Warden low-class too?]

[JeekGarterbelt: Isn’t he a college student by now?]

As every community related to Soul Warfare burns with heated discussions, the STK gaming team’s Soul Warfare practice room remained eerily calm.

The only sounds were the gentle hums of the high-end VR capsules, running solely for the players.

Though not as luxurious as Friede’s Moses Limited Edition device, each capsule cost around 20 million won and was equipped to reduce the strain on players during extended practice sessions.

The team’s commitment to these devices reflects their firm determination to aim for the league championship.

***

Hiss.

The glass lid of a capsule opened, and Lotus—Cha Eunha—emerged, clutching her slightly trembling legs.

She headed toward the lounge.

‘How many days has it been?’

She paused mid-step to recollect.

It had been about two weeks since she started watching and emulating Friede’s gameplay to sharpen her skills.

‘It’s been a while since I pushed myself this hard in the off-season.’

Before her pro debut, she used to dive headfirst into virtual reality, driven by pure passion without expecting anything in return.

Though her body felt fatigued, the excitement in her heart refused to subside, bringing her back to those fiery days.

That’s when it happened.

“Not heading home?”

A male voice from behind caught her ears.

‘Oh, he’s here.’

“Chan-hyuk? You’re back early. I thought you’d take full advantage of your vacation.”

“Didn’t have much to do at home. Figured I might as well get a head start on preparing for the next season.”

To do that, returning to the team’s dorm was inevitable.

Eunha smiled faintly at Warden-Kim Chan-hyuk’s nonchalant attitude.

‘What a workaholic.’

She prided herself on being a hard worker, but compared to Chan-hyuk’s relentless passion, she felt like a firefly next to the sun.

“Want some?”

“Thanks.”

With coffee from a nearby convenience store in hand, they stepped onto the dorm balcony, where a cool breeze greeted them.

“I heard the news. You’re going up against Friede.”

“Yeah.”

“Think you’ll be okay?”

“What, you think I’ll lose?”

“Probably.”

Eunha’s eyes flashed with intensity, but Chan-hyuk met her gaze without a hint of reaction.

His seemingly dismissive comment could be taken as insulting, but Eunha found herself unable to retort.

In the end, she turned her gaze away.

‘What a boring guy.’

He had always been like this—flowing like water, letting everything pass by.

As Eunha grumbled under her breath, Chan-hyuk broke the silence with an indifferent tone.

“Eunha, honestly, I think it’s amazing for a woman to be a pro gamer, especially on a team like this that’s full of guys.”

“You could’ve just been a poster girl, but you proved yourself with skill. Honestly, I don’t think anyone fits the role of a pro gamer better than you.”

“Suddenly, you’re gilding the lily… So, what exactly are you trying to say?”

Chan-hyuk, downing the remainder of his coffee in one gulp, met Eunha’s gaze.

Her eyes, sharp and unyielding, exuded a level of stubbornness that could almost be called obstinacy.

Without flinching from her piercing stare, Chan-hyuk continued his calm explanation.

“A pro cares only about results. Fair wins are essential, of course, but that’s talk for official matches.”

“Don’t tell me you’re suggesting I take it easy against Friede?”

Eunha’s frown deepened at the suggestion, prompting a faint chuckle from Chan-hyuk.

“No, I mean, don’t let yourself get too caught up in whatever weapon Friede uses, win or lose.”

“…What?”

“If Friede brings out a broken greatsword, I can already picture how things will go, no matter the outcome.”

His words, like a dagger striking her core, made Eunha widen her eyes and retort sharply.

“Do you really think I’d lose my nerve over some online gossip?”

“Not the gossip—more like, you’d crumble mentally after fighting Friede. If that happens, it won’t be the fans’ fault. It’ll be because you couldn’t accept it yourself.”

His casual posture—leaning his chin on his hand and turning his head slightly—felt mocking, stirring an inexplicable irritation within her.

But what irritated her even more was how his words left her fumbling for a proper response.

While Eunha bit her lip in frustration, Chan-hyuk’s calm gaze returned to face her as he shared his thoughts.

“Eunha, if Friede shows up with a broken greatsword, there’s no way you’d just sit back and let it go, right?”

“If you win, you’ll beat yourself up over why she didn’t go all out. If you lose, you’ll feel a crushing sense of inadequacy. It’s so obvious.”

***

Whoosh.

The wind was cold.

Chan-hyuk stood, brushing himself off.

“Don’t tie yourself up in weird standards and brood over them alone. Mental care is part of being a pro, too. No matter how much external support you get, in the end, you have to protect and overcome it yourself.”

With that, he finished his advice as a teammate.

“I’m starving. Wonder if there’s anything left in the fridge?”

Just as he was about to leave, a voice called out.

“Hey, Kim Chan-hyuk.”

“…What?”

He turned his head, meeting Eunha’s cool, composed gaze.

“Why are you acting so pretentious?”

“Ah…”

At her question, Chan-hyuk let out a faint laugh.

This man, who always seemed robotic and methodical yet burned with a hidden passion for victory—the world’s best gamer—replied with an uncharacteristically weary smile.

“Because I’m the captain.”

***

The day of the grand finale.

The STK Brawl Tournament’s most anticipated match to date.

To witness this match, more thrilling than the previous showdown between past champions and the Warden, countless viewers logged in.

Since it was a Sunday, the chat window and the arena’s virtual stands were packed with users.

As always, the stream began with an announcement from streamer and host Jiyoung.

“Hello, everyone! The day has finally come!”

[Hello, Ji!]

[Hey, isn’t this the official STK channel? Why’s it lagging so much?]

[Wow, it feels even more crowded than back in the ‘noob overlord’ days.]

[Look at the viewer count. Feels like the Soul Cup finals or something.]

[lololol]

“Today, the ultimate event match between Friede and Lotus—Lotus and Friede—will finally begin! Who will claim the glory as the top female gamer? I can’t wait to see the outcome. Which side will claim victory?”

[Why are you asking us? Just start it already!]

[Hey Ji! Hurry up and push the hosts to get it going.]

[Until it starts, let’s all lie down.]

[Lie down… endlessly lie down…]

“Ahem, and now, let’s welcome the players!”

With Ji’s declaration, the arena and chat erupted like an earthquake.

Friede descended from the sky in a shower of starlight.

Lotus emerged as if rising from a fiery pond.

Even Ji, the event host, and the commentators couldn’t contain their excitement as they relayed the scene to viewers.

The players’ weapons were decided.

Lotus’s weapon choice was familiar to those who had watched Friede’s matches—a masterpiece of elegance and brilliance forged in pure gold: Lantern’s Straight Sword.

On the other hand, Friede held a weapon that, at first glance, seemed unimpressive.

Though it wasn’t the broken greatsword she had previously used, the long sword wrapped in white cloth looked undeniably lackluster.

And yet, no one dared to disparage Friede’s chosen weapon.

Because…

As Friede raised the weapon and exhaled a soft sigh, her breath brushed the blade’s surface.

Flash!

In an instant, a radiant light erupted from the sword.

Its golden glow, reminiscent of a solar flare, ignited the blade.

In the dark, despair-filled world of Soul Warfare, the game’s only weapon bearing the title of Holy Sword illuminated the battlefield.


Its name was…

“The Radiant Holy Sword.”

From Lotus’s lips came the weapon’s true name.

Friede, the Hero of Light, had obtained the virtual counterpart to the mythical Holy Sword in her hands.



 
  Chapter 81: Ta-da!


[5252 What’s Friede’s weapon? wwwwww]

[They call her the Hero of Light, but she’s definitely living up to the nickname.]

[Our Sensei is…a hero!]

[When combined with her customization, looks insanely cool @@.]

[Wow! Friede is slaying with her fan service!] 

[How do Lotus’ and Friede’s weapons compare in tiers? Does Friede fall short?]

[Lantherte’s self-forged sword and Radiant Holy Sword are, well, pretty similar overall.]

[But the Radiant Holy Sword’s combat skill is a bit unique, you know.]

[Oh, that one ᄏᄏᄏᄏᄏ.]

The arena was buzzing with excitement.

The stands were peculiar, with voices audible instead of chat messages scrolling by. 

It felt like a genuine coliseum with spectators yelling, and Friede couldn’t help but think, ‘If I were the shy type, I’d probably collapse under this overwhelming energy.’

This wasn’t a stage anyone could handle without a certain level of confidence, but Friede wasn’t concerned.

“Finally, we meet,” Lotus said softly, smiling without a trace of tension from the crowd’s roar.

Friede returned the smile with satisfaction.

‘A good mindset,’ she thought.

Even among pro players, there were some who crumbled under pressure, but Lotus wasn’t one of them. 

This thrilled Friede. 

A worthy opponent would make the battle all the more exhilarating.

“You seem to have been waiting for me,” Friede said.

“Yes, I’ve been reviewing your gameplay, anticipating this moment. And now…”

-Shring!

With a sharp sound, the blade of Lotus’ rapier pointed straight at Friede’s forehead. 

A twisted yet pure smile spread across Lotus’ face as she declared, “Friede, I will defeat you.”

That should’ve been the challenger’s line, but Friede muttered under her breath, “Looks like our dear Lotus sees me as some kind of rival with lofty expectations.”

Still, overconfidence was better than apathy. 

Taking a deep breath, Friede adjusted her stance.

***

The moment the game began, tension filled the air.

Friede’s holy sword was drawn, and energy gathered along its blade as it glowed brighter with every pulse of light. 

At the second level of charging, the sword expanded into a radiant greatsword.

This was a weapon that declared its divine power—a holy sword infused with the light of the sun.

With a cry of “Haah!” Friede slashed forward. The beam of light surged outward from the blade like a torrent, rushing toward Lotus.

-Kaboom!

The radiant wave blasted ahead, a combat skill known as Sunlight Torrent. 

Among Soul Warfare’s melee weapons, this was the only ranged combat skill.

“Too bad,” Friede muttered as Lotus evaded gracefully, closing the distance with a dash.

Lantherte’s self-forged sword gleamed as Lotus launched a fierce attack. 

Friede swung her holy sword in retaliation.

-Whoosh!

Lotus thought, ‘Fast.’

Even knowing Friede’s speed beforehand didn’t prepare her for witnessing it firsthand. 

The strike was quicker than any typical pro’s attack.

Reflexively, Lotus crouched and sidestepped to avoid the blade’s trajectory, her movements sharp and calculated from years of gaming experience.

This was her chance. 

Closing the gap into her rapier’s range, she aimed a powerful strike.

‘She can’t parry this in time,’ Lotus thought with confidence.

However, Friede’s holy sword blocked the attack in the nick of time. 

Though the block forced Friede to step back slightly, she remained steady.

Undeterred, Lotus began planning her next sequence of attacks.

‘I need an opening,’ she thought.

The intense exchange continued, the two trading blows with precision and speed. 

For thirty seconds, their blades clashed without pause.

Then, Lotus saw her moment.

‘Dive in!’

Switching from quick jabs to a sweeping strike, Lotus aimed her rapier to cut deeply. 

Simultaneously, Friede countered by slashing upward with her holy sword.

-Clang!

-Screech!

The clash of steel rang out as sparks flew. 

In the end, Lotus was forced to step back.

‘Damn, that sword is tricky.’

The holy sword was a unique weapon that blended traits of longswords and greatswords.

It wasn’t just powerful; it responded to every move Lotus made as if predicting her strikes.

‘Focus,’ she told herself, shaking off her doubts.

The battle was far from over.

[Messages and Comments]

[Unnecessary doubts and musings lead to self-doubt.]

[Friede is so fast, it’s almost unfair!]

[Friede’s counters are insane!]

[This is real skill; both players are top-tier.]

[Holy Sword! It’s unstoppable!]

[Friede really is the hero! A perfect embodiment of a legend!]

[Friede is unbeatable! Holy Sword supremacy!]

[Friede, break Lotus! Crush her! Warden down!]

[How is the bar raised even higher after the dagger match? Incredible!]

***

Unnecessary musings and doubts morph into self-doubt.

At that moment, Friede launched the first strike with her Holy Sword. 

Moving with a burst of acceleration that felt almost supernatural, she closed the distance with incredible speed.

‘Is it because she got too competitive in this first set?’ Lotus wondered.

Ordinarily, Lotus would stick to a strict hit-and-run strategy, but a fire lit in her eyes.

‘Friede did it before. She overcame the Rebel’s Greatsword head-on with this same weapon in her hand. Then why can’t I?’

“Hyah!”

Lotus moved before she could even think. 

Her rapier flowed into a flawless horizontal slash, twisting mid-motion to cut vertically, then rapidly thrust forward in succession.

But Friede evaded every attack with minimal movement, her Holy Sword effortlessly deflecting the final thrust.

“Tch!” Lotus clicked her tongue.

‘She’s adapting my dagger patterns into her counters,’ Lotus thought. 

‘I’m not falling behind in speed—if anything, I’m pushing beyond my limits—but why isn’t it working?’

Friede’s Holy Sword suddenly swung with a wide motion, leaving what appeared to be an opening.

Lotus hesitated for a fraction of a second, torn between seizing the opportunity and fearing it was bait.

‘If this doesn’t work, I’ll just push harder and faster!’

She committed to an all-out offensive. 

Twisting her body to dodge the sword’s path, she leaped forward with momentum, her rapier poised to strike.

However, Friede adjusted her swing mid-motion, using the momentum of the wide slash to shift into a shoulder slam.

-Wham!

“Ugh!”

Lotus was flung backward, helpless against the unexpected force.

‘What kind of cancel was that?!’ she thought, stunned by Friede’s flawless body control.

Before Lotus could recover her footing, Friede’s uppercut struck her chin with precise force.

-Bam!

Her vision blurred as the blow stunned her completely.

In the fading darkness, the last thing Lotus saw was Friede, raising her Holy Sword high above her head.

***

As the first glow enveloped the blade, the Holy Sword began its charge.

-Ching!

The second glow extended the light around the blade, elongating it further.

-Ching!

The third glow amplified the radiance to its maximum, the blade now massive and imposing.

This was the ultimate attack of the Radiant Holy Sword: Sunlight Torrent.

-Boom!

The colossal sword of sunlight cleaved through Lotus in a decisive strike.

***

[Commentary Booth]

“What an incredible match! Friede’s gameplay with the Radiant Holy Sword was a marvel to watch,” the commentator exclaimed.

“Yes, that weapon isn’t often seen in competitive matches. While its stats are solid, its core combat skill can be difficult to execute under pressure. The charge time alone makes it risky,” another commentator added.

“True, but when it connects—especially at close range—the damage is devastating. In this case, with Lotus in a stunned state, it was guaranteed critical damage. The Radiant Holy Sword truly lived up to its name.”

“Friede probably picked it with this exact strategy in mind. Of course, it also perfectly fits her character concept.”

The commentators buzzed with excitement as the community chatter exploded.

***

[Community Chat]

[Wow, she’s a real hero!]

[Hero entrance, check!]

[Holy Sword meta confirmed.]

[Friede is unstoppable! The Holy Sword is divine!]

[Queen Friede, Goddess Friede, King Friede!]

[Break her, Friede! Break Lotus! Crush the Warden!]

[Honestly, if not for slow-motion replays, I wouldn’t even understand how they fought.]

***

The electric atmosphere carried into the waiting room, where Lotus smiled faintly.

Even though she had lost the first set, she felt strangely exhilarated. 

Memories of her coach’s advice surfaced.

“Lotus, if you see Friede pull out that broken greatsword, don’t just stand there,” the coach had said.

Recalling those words, Lotus chuckled. 

“Kim Chan-hyuk, what a dramatic warning that turned out to be.”

‘Broken greatsword or not, Friede had to go all out against me. That’s all that matters.’

No more overthinking. 

From now on, the only thought was victory.

‘Will Friede stick with the Holy Sword in the next set, or will she switch? And what weapon should I choose?’

Determined to give her best against a worthy opponent, Lotus walked back into the arena.

***

Cheers erupted as both players reentered the stage. 

The weapon display shimmered into view, and Lotus carefully considered her options.

‘I’ve made my choice.’

‘Her selection?’ The Radiant Holy Sword—the same weapon Friede had wielded.

With a confident smile, she silently conveyed her intent.

“Pick the Holy Sword,” she seemed to say. 

“Fight me at full power with the same weapon.”

Across the stage, Friede made her selection. 

Turning her back to the display, she concealed her choice from Lotus.

***

[Community Chat]

[What did she pick?]

[Oh no, here comes another dramatic moment.]


[Friede, don’t pull a stunt! Go for the mirror match!]

But as Friede faced Lotus, she dramatically revealed her choice.

“Ta-da!”

It was the broken greatsword.



 
  Chapter 82: Same bed, different dreams


[Broken Greatsword enters the arena! Lolololololololol]

[Kita wwwwwwwwwwwwww]

[Look at the commentators’ expressions, they all look like they’ve seen a ghost!]

[Even Lotus’s expression is legendary lol]

[At this point, it’s basically ghost-level.]

[Maybe the Holy Radiant Sword broke and turned into the Broken Greatsword?]

[No idea.]

The chatroom was practically melting, unable to contain the heat of the reactions.

The spectators erupted in a roar so loud it reached the ears of the two competitors inside the arena. 

Amidst the intense cheers, the match began.

But both competitors stood frozen in place, unmoving.

Despite holding weapons transformed into holy swords that absorbed light like in the previous set, there was no action.

Lotus stood there, her eyes wide with shock, staring at Friede.

“What, what… what the hell?!”

Even her words, forced out through her frozen thoughts, barely made sense. 

She had drawn her magnificent holy sword with great effort, and yet, the weapon before her eyes now defied all expectations.

“Why? Why the hell would you pick that kind of weapon?! You could’ve chosen your holy sword like last time—or at least any other normal weapon!”

Her thoughts raged.

‘What did I even come here for? I prepared the holy sword, hoping for the ultimate duel, to determine the best of the best! And yet, this woman doesn’t understand my intentions at all?’

Lotus glared at Friede, her gaze filled with frustration and betrayal. 

In contrast, Friede tilted her head in confusion.

“That kind of weapon?”

Her expression showed no comprehension of why her choice of the broken greatsword was causing such backlash.

Perhaps because of this, Lotus raised her voice even further.

“Fighting with such a useless weapon—what’s the point? This is nonsense! I wanted to fight on the best stage, with the best weapons, in the best duel! As professionals!”

Her desperate cry was filled with a passion that seemed to drain her soul.

Friede’s response was stunningly simple.

“This is the best weapon for me.”

“What?! The stats alone make it the worst weapon!”

“It might be the worst for you…”

Friede’s gaze shifted toward Lotus’s holy sword.

“But it’s far better than that weapon. At least, for me….”

Lotus’s mind blanked, unable to process what she just heard.

Unbothered, Friede raised the broken greatsword.

The weapon was rusted, worn, and even the blade was jaggedly broken in the middle.

Yet, to Friede, it appeared nobler than any other weapon.

It was clear that this weapon had fought and endured countless battles to end up in its current battered state.

***

“This weapon reminds me of so many people. When I hold it, I feel like I can’t afford to lose. It’s almost like… a buff?”

Although her face was hidden beneath her helmet, Lotus realized that Friede’s eyes were likely focused on something far beyond her.

With a smooth motion, Friede gripped the broken greatsword and assumed a stance.

Her voice, now icy and devoid of emotion, resonated clearly.

“As long as I wield this weapon, I will never lose.”

With a swift leap, Friede launched herself into the air, disappearing from Lotus’s line of sight.

Even though she couldn’t see her opponent, Lotus’s battle-hardened instincts screamed danger.

She raised her holy sword with all her strength, swinging it upward.

―Clang!

The clash of the noble, radiant blade against the rusted, broken one produced a ringing metallic sound that was oddly clear and sharp.

This clarity was what struck the spectators, who could only observe.

For Lotus, who barely blocked the sudden strike, her spine tingled with unease.

The fierce attack, a descending low-spin slash, was unlike anything Friede had shown in previous matches.

‘No, stay calm. I’ll win this set for sure.’

The stats of her weapon were superior in every way.

She resolved to ensure Friede would never wield such a weapon again.

‘I’ll exploit the opening when she lands!’

After attacking from such a low position, Friede would inevitably have to land.

Lotus prepared to strike the moment Friede’s feet touched the ground.

But after one second, confusion crept into her mind.

‘Why isn’t she landing?’

The weight pressing down on her sword intensified.

“Guh!”

Driven by an ominous feeling, she hesitantly glanced upward.

To her shock, Friede was still airborne, pushing down on Lotus’s sword while leaping past her.

“What?”

‘Was that even possible?’

Though it lacked practical significance and was akin to a simple somersault, it was enough to break Lotus’s composure.

“Ha.”

An indescribable feeling escaped Lotus’s throat as a hollow laugh.

Friede’s movements had always been praised for their brilliance and elegance, drawing awe from all who witnessed them.

Even Lotus had tried to mimic, match, and adapt to Friede’s moves.

But this—this was something else entirely.

In just one exchange, Friede’s movements surpassed everything Lotus had seen before, leaving her drenched in cold sweat.

Even in virtual reality, this level of unreal maneuverability was absurd.

“Even so!”

Fueled by her intense determination, Lotus’s holy sword blazed with light.

There was no time to stand idle; she charged forward, her sword primed with its first charge, held steady like a stock.

She decided to ignore the eerie, unnatural movement.

‘If she didn’t give Friede room to move, it wouldn’t matter.’

‘I’ll confront her head-on!’

[As the holy sword slashed diagonally, Friede deflected it with the blade of her broken greatsword.]

Thud!

Even though she had deflected it, the sword aura from the holy sword left a visible wound on her body.

It wasn’t a major injury, but it was clearly a loss.

Lotus wasted no time, beginning her next attack.

The elegant trajectory of the holy sword she wielded cut through the air.

Of course…

‘That’s all there is to it,’ Friede thought, clicking her tongue internally.

Lotus’s unchanging playstyle was predictable. 

Her stubborn focus on offense resembled more of a solo warrior in ranked matches than a professional player.

Her physical abilities were impressive, far beyond any challenger Friede had faced before.

But refusing to act strategically in a best-of-three match was a significant flaw for a professional player.

Glancing at the wound etched on her arm, Friede adjusted her movement.

‘As long as I avoid the charging strikes, it’s not a problem.’

The sword aura that dealt damage even when deflected or blocked was unique to the holy sword. 

Without it, the weapon was just another claymore knockoff.

‘What if it were her in this situation?’

A curious thought crept into Friede’s mind during the duel.

She would likely have chosen the same rapier, Lantert’s Blade, as in the previous set.

After all, the broken greatsword was no match for the holy sword.

‘If Lotus had opted for a weapon with moderate attack power and higher speed, it would have been harder to counter.’

‘While this made the path to victory easy to calculate, the straightforward formula for using the broken greatsword in close combat was simple.’

‘And she’s getting worked up.’

Friede considered provoking her a little more.

Like an assassin reaching for a dagger’s hilt and waiting for the right moment, she abruptly took a strong backstep, retreating far more than necessary.

Seeing the distance between them grow, Lotus didn’t hesitate. 

She channeled light into her holy sword, preparing for a powerful strike.

Friede leaped low, slashing down as she descended.

Thud!

The tip of her broken greatsword struck the ground, just inches in front of Lotus.

A missed attack? From someone of her skill?

Though Lotus’s eyes showed doubt, her instincts recognized an opportunity. 

She prepared to release the stored light.

‘Now!’

Friede’s eyes sharpened.

Just as light exploded from the tip of the holy sword, Friede, who had landed with her back to Lotus, executed a backward step, closing in on her opponent’s space.

Locking eyes with Lotus, who gazed down at her in shock, Friede swung her arm toward the extended arm holding the holy sword.

Boom!

The thunderous sound unique to Soul Warfare echoed as Friede parried, breaking Lotus’s posture.

The light from the holy sword faded, and Lotus’s stance faltered.

Taking advantage of the opening, Friede spun her body and drove her broken greatsword into Lotus’s chest.

The duel between Friede and Lotus was a major event that anyone interested in Soul Warfare had heard of.

The widespread attention meant many people were watching the live broadcast of the match.

One such viewer was Warden—Kim Chan-hyuk.

Watching Friede’s broken greatsword play, he let out a sigh of admiration.

“She plays like this, huh.”

Though her movements resembled a frog’s hopping, her ability to close distances with precise steps and follow up with unexpected strikes caught her opponents off guard.

“Coming from the air like that, it’s nearly impossible to parry.”

But this wasn’t just about the broken greatsword.

“It’s more like… Friede’s unique playstyle.”

She must have invested heavily in stamina settings.

Even when pushing her opponent, she took deliberate moments to recover stamina.

“She’s truly remarkable, even when I met her briefly before.”

***

“It’s over.”

Perhaps due to the impact of the parry, Lotus was being relentlessly overwhelmed by Friede and her broken greatsword.

The back-and-forth exchanges of the previous set were gone, replaced by a one-sided defeat.

“What an idiot.”

Despite all the advice she’d been given, Lotus still failed to capitalize on the advantage of her weapon choice.

Her obsession with being recognized as the world’s best female professional gamer seemed to have twisted her determination into a stubborn fixation on winning head-on.

“No wonder she can’t break into the top ten with that physical talent.”

A sigh mixed with regret and disappointment escaped as the match neared its end.

It didn’t take long for Friede to deliver the finishing blow.

Her broken greatsword descended from the air, piercing through Lotus and signaling the end of the second set.

Clang!

The holy sword fell from Lotus’s grasp, hitting the ground with a dull sound.

The weapon that defeated the magnificent holy sword was none other than the shabby, broken greatsword.

***

Alone in the waiting room, Lotus sat slumped in her chair, overwhelmed by an empty, hollow feeling.

She no longer pondered why Friede had chosen the broken greatsword.

Instead, she bit her lip, consumed by self-loathing for losing to such a weapon.

Since her professional debut, she had played countless games, both solo and team matches, over and over again.

She had faced countless unfair situations, but this was the first time she felt such complete helplessness.

She had been defeated by the broken greatsword.

And her opponent was someone in the same tier as her.

“Win, and I’ll beat myself up for not trying harder. Lose, and I’ll hate myself for not being good enough. It’s so obvious.”

Chan-hyuk’s advice echoed faintly in her mind, as if mocking her.

She shook her head violently in denial.

No.

She couldn’t let herself fall apart like this.

Lotus instinctively realized it was a moment of decision.

She hadn’t even considered adjusting her playstyle to counter the broken greatsword.

No, she had consciously avoided thinking about it.

She had replayed Friede’s moves during practice, wanting a fair fight with standard weapons.

But now…

“If she wants a mud fight that badly, I’ll get covered in mud, too.”

As the break ended and the potentially final third set began, Lotus closed her eyes tightly and selected a weapon.

A diagonally broken, rusted greatsword. 

The broken greatsword.

Though it wasn’t a proper weapon, it would at least level the playing field.

‘This time, it’ll be a true duel.’

With that resolve, Lotus turned her gaze toward her opponent.

As time ran out and Friede’s weapon choice was revealed, Lotus’s expression twisted.

“What… what is that? You’re not using the broken greatsword?!”


“Huh? I picked this for fan service.”

With a tone of nonchalance, Friede had chosen the radiant holy sword.

“Why would you use that now?!”

Lotus’s frustrated scream echoed throughout the arena.



 
  Chapter 83: Victory


The reason for choosing the Radiant Holy Sword wasn’t anything special.

Fan service—purely and simply, that was the bland reason behind it.

I had taken a quick look back in the waiting room earlier, and it seemed like the first set had turned out more striking than I expected.

And… the first set’s video, edited into short clips and GIFs, was entertaining to watch—even for me, the one in the middle of it all.

After all, the weapon itself had always been a flashy one in Soul Warfare, with its extravagant effects.

As for the second set, I satisfied my urge by using the broken greatsword. 

I figured, “This much should be fine, right?”

But now, looking at Lotus’ weapon, I could tell that our positions and thoughts had become significantly entangled.

***

Boom!

Lotus barely managed to block the Radiant Holy Sword’s short, sharp strike with the flat side of her broken greatsword.

A minute had already passed, but it felt like the third and final set between me and Lotus had gone beyond the stage of strategizing and execution.

There was a palpable feeling in the air.

Since Lotus wasn’t originally a user of the broken greatsword, comparing this to the first set would be unfair—her movements had long since lost their edge.

No matter how sharp instincts and refined senses may be, limitations always exist.

‘It was like the sword she was wielding—damaged, dulled, and imperfect.’

That thought popped into my mind as I observed her stance.

On the other hand, the situation felt unfamiliar.

Until now, I had never faced the broken greatsword as an opponent. 

Of all things, I found myself facing this weapon against Lotus, a professional gamer. 

It was a strangely ironic experience.

‘Ah, I see.’

‘Was this the sight my opponents had witnessed when they faced me?’

Even though I knew it wasn’t proper to indulge in such musings in the middle of a match, especially against a formidable opponent, I couldn’t help myself.

***

“Hyah!”

Perhaps Lotus thought she had found an opening, or maybe she just believed she had to take action now.

She swung down with a stiff, forceful strike.

This weapon, lacking combat skills, could only rely on timing its strikes.

The broken greatsword offered no opportunity for parrying—its remaining arsenal was limited to monotonous attacks.

I blocked the blow with the Radiant Holy Sword, the two blades clashing and emitting a sharp, ringing sound.

“Gripping the hilt of the holy sword tightly,” I spoke.

“Don’t give up.”

“I haven’t given up either.”

That was it.

I pushed her blade away and backed off, creating some distance between us once again.

Whether she would rise again or crumble entirely from here on out—that was up to her.

Out of curiosity, I focused on observing Lotus. 

From a distance, her expression appeared remarkably composed.

At the start, she had been visibly shaken by the unfamiliar weapon matchup. 

Now, her dulled movements indicated that she was faltering, losing her rhythm.

Yet, despite her unsteady and fragile stance, her eyes still held a light that refused to surrender.

‘Good resolve.’

I smiled faintly and adjusted the console mid-duel.

It was my way of responding to her determination—with the highest praise I could offer for her spirit.

That would be…

Lotus’ thoughts were a mess.

Her weapon had changed, so one might argue that she was now on equal footing with me compared to the earlier sets.

But such reasoning was purely outcome-based—something she found unfair.

Even if we weren’t fighting with identical weapon types, she had hoped for at least an evenly matched battle in terms of weaponry.

What truly mattered was the process, the fleeting moments of combat.

Like in the first set.

But now…

***

“Hyah!”

Her mental instability caused her attack to lack sharpness.

The broken greatsword she swung with all her might was blocked by the holy sword.

A back-and-forth contest of strength.

The clash of the blades produced a sound so clear and resonant that it felt almost purifying.

And at that moment…

“Don’t give up.”

“I haven’t given up either.”

‘Don’t give up? On what?’

Even as she gripped the sword in her hand, that question floated to the surface of her mind.

‘Ah!’

Only then did she truly see the weapon she was holding—the broken greatsword.

The rusty, chipped blade with its jagged edge and broken, slanted body.

For some reason, it felt as if this sword was a reflection of herself—damaged, tarnished, perhaps even irreparable.

‘How ridiculous.’

The current state of Friede and the Holy Sword couldn’t have been more radiant and dazzling.

Even though it was the same weapon, unlike the previous set, the Broken Greatsword in this match seemed far more insignificant.

‘Damn it.’

She was frustrated. 

And yet…

‘I can’t stop now.’

Sometimes, while playing games, moments like this—when things simply didn’t go well—would arise.

In such situations, ordinary players would usually give up.

But she couldn’t let go like they would.

Her pride, which had always pushed through directly and confidently since her debut as a pro gamer, wouldn’t allow her to quit.

No, if all she’d ever done was complain about the game, she wouldn’t have become a pro gamer in the first place.

A pro gamer wasn’t someone who gave up in the face of unfavorable situations in a game. 

Instead, they…

‘Overcome them.’

When Friede pushed her sword away, creating some distance, they entered yet another standoff.

It was a tangled draft pick, a twisted situation.

Such vexing, tangled days were rare in her life.

Even if her weapon-wielding senses weren’t as sharp or precise as in the previous set, even if they lacked their former edge…

Yeon-ggot couldn’t abandon the fight.

She realized now that she should have fought without attachment from the very beginning, embracing things as they were.

It was such an obvious lesson, yet it had taken her until now to understand.

With a bitter smile, her once-chaotic thoughts became as calm and clear as a still lake.

At that moment, a change occurred in Friede’s stance ahead of her.

‘What’s that?’

Even from a distance, the gesture was unmistakable.

Yeon-ggot recognized it well.

It was a customary greeting performed at the start of a duel, a ceremonial gesture to honor the fight before it began.

Although it could be executed physically, Friede deliberately used the console to perform it.

“Tsk!”

A small laugh escaped Yeon-ggot as she mirrored the gesture with her own console.

Both warriors, their swords pointed at each other, raised their weapons in the same stance:

With the sword tip aimed forward, they bent their left arms to rest their right hands on their shoulders, lifting the blade high.

It was a ritual known as “The Undying Salute,” a final acknowledgment of respect between opponents in the dying world.

After bowing their swords in respect, the two warriors corrected their stances.

Then, for the final clash, they sprinted toward each other.

‘Well… For the ending of a woman trapped in her own obsessions…’

As the Holy Sword and the Broken Greatsword crossed paths, ‘It’s not bad.’

With their bodies passing by one another in the decisive moment, A small smile appeared on Yeon-ggot’s lips.

***

[Friede! God-rie-de! Emperor-rie-de! King-rie-de! What else is there?]

[Cut it out, you idiot.]

[Do you even know who this is? I’ve been watching Friede’s streams since her first live broadcast! I’m a founding viewer, you know!]

[Did you create her channel? Founding viewer, my ass. LOL]

[Friede and Yeon-ggot… Stop fighting and get married.]

[I’m reporting this lunatic. They’re digging their own grave.]

[As long as it’s not me~]

The chatroom was on the verge of exploding, heated to the point that even a minor spark could set it off.

The fiery atmosphere in the chat created an updraft of excitement, enough to stir up the commentators as well.

“What an incredible match that was! However, as with any competition, victory and defeat are inevitable. The winner of this final set in the STK Tournament is none other than Friede! Let’s connect with Jiyoung, who’s on-site, for an interview with our champion.”

“Congratulations on your victory, Friede.”

“Thank you.”

Friede’s calm voice resonated through the microphone, causing the viewers to erupt into chaos.

[It’s her!!]

[Ear candy! That voice is amazing!]

[So, so good.]

[Wait, is that really Friede’s voice? No wonder everyone’s crazy about her.]

[I’m hearing it for the first time, too… Friede, Friede! No wonder people keep singing about her!]

The commentators, having prepared questions to review the match, quickly fired off their inquiries one after another.

They asked how she felt about winning against Yeon-ggot. 

They asked why she chose the Holy Sword and Broken Greatsword.

They asked about the emotions behind performing “The Undying Salute” during the final moments.

And finally…

“One last question: Many are speculating about your potential debut as a professional gamer. Given that you’ve defeated Yeon-ggot, people believe you have what it takes to compete as a pro. What are your thoughts on this?”

“Ah, hmm. I’m not sure.”

A professional debut…

Friede had never seriously considered becoming a pro gamer.

Streaming was already fulfilling enough, both personally and in terms of building her audience.

Plus, as a streamer, she had more freedom to pursue her ultimate goal: recruiting adventurers.

Just as she was about to express her disinterest unconsciously, she added, “I’m currently streaming online. I’m happy with my streams for now, so I’m not planning a professional debut.”

“That’s unfortunate. Thank you for the interview, and congratulations again on your victory. This concludes the commentary team’s segment.”

Her straightforward tone brought sighs of disappointment not only from the commentators but also from the arena audience and chatroom.

While the commentators wrapped up the interview with a resigned nod, Jiyoung prepared to take over for the closing segment.

Though she no longer felt as tense as she had during the earlier interview, Jiyoung couldn’t help but feel a twinge of regret.

‘If only she’d go pro.’

She couldn’t shake the thought that an extraordinary rookie gamer had slipped away, someone who could have ushered in a new era.

Someone who could have surpassed existing stars like Warden and Yeon-ggot, reshaping the competitive scene.

But since Friede herself had no desire to take that path, it was like a goldmine that no one could ever dig up.

Setting aside her musings, Jiyoung returned to the task at hand.

“Many of you were hoping for Friede’s professional debut, but unfortunately, that won’t be happening for now. As much as we’re disappointed, we’ll have to respect her choice. Now, for the final question: Friede, do you have any closing remarks?”

“Ah, a closing remark… Hmm.”


Friede faced the camera and lifted her visor slightly.

“Please show lots of love for my stream.”

Her subtle movement revealed just the edges of her lower eyelashes, while her crimson lips curved into a soft smile.

The frame perfectly captured her playful yet captivating expression.



 
  Chapter 84: Heroine Dance


After the competition ended and people gradually left the arena room one by one, I found myself alone before I knew it.

Left all alone in the vast space, I couldn’t bring myself to log out so easily. 

It felt strangely empty.

‘Hmm, how should I put it?’

Being alone in a virtual reality setting, especially in a place like this, had a unique feeling.

If anything, it felt like a good place to ponder and reflect.

The inside of the arena, with its enclosed walls, didn’t offer much to look at. 

But outside, things were a little different.

“Wow!”

As I stepped out of the arena building and onto the wide bridge in front of its entrance, I couldn’t help but let out an exclamation.

This bridge, connecting to a massive castle in the distance, was the only path leading out of the arena.

Come to think of it, I’d heard that this arena had some lore behind it.

‘What was it again?’

‘Ah, that’s right.’

I remembered it was a place in the story where the most glorious knights, adventurers, and distinguished guests were invited to test their skills.

As I sifted through my memories, I found myself already standing in the middle of the bridge without realizing it.

This was as far as I could go. 

Beyond this point was an illusionary space I couldn’t step into.

Still, just standing here and looking out was imbued with a certain charm.

***

“Hmm?”

There was someone precariously perched on the edge of the bridge, surveying the surroundings—a figure dressed like a lotus flower.

Of course, since this was a virtual space created by graphics, there was no danger of falling. 

And even if someone did fall, it wouldn’t cause any harm.

‘Was she here, like me, to clear her mind?’

It seemed like she hadn’t noticed me yet, so I cleared my throat softly and greeted her gently.

“Nice to see you, Lotus. I didn’t expect to meet you here.”

Startled by my greeting, she turned her head, revealing her expression.

‘What was that? Why did she look like a moldy loaf of bread?’

“Friede?”

“Yes. It’s a beautiful night, isn’t it?”

The sky, which usually would’ve been gloomy and heavy, was surprisingly sprinkled with bright starlight tonight.

There was a reason I’d made a comment about the weather—it was rare to see such weather in Soul Warfare. 

It reminded me of the time I caught a sunset off guard a long while ago.

I settled next to her, leaning against the railing, and asked casually, “Would it be rude to ask why you’re sitting here alone?”

“Oh, not at all,” she replied, shaking her head. “It’s just… I feel a bit of regret.”

“Regret?”

“Yeah. Don’t worry—it’s not because of you, Friede.”

She smiled faintly but bitterly as she answered.

“I feel like I’ve been unnecessarily stubborn. Things like insisting on equal weapons or feeling like you didn’t give your best effort. I don’t even know why I kept those thoughts bottled up. At some point, they turned into an obsession. And then I went and picked up a weapon I wasn’t familiar with, only to completely fall apart. I must’ve looked ridiculous earlier, didn’t I?”

“Hmm, I did think it was odd when you chose that broken greatsword at the end. For someone like you, I expected you’d pick the best weapon based on performance.”

‘It might’ve been a harsh truth, but what could I do?’ The choice in the final set was undeniably puzzling.

‘Sure, I had experience using the broken greatsword as one of my main picks, but Lotus? She wasn’t known for that.’

‘In fact, I was probably the only professional player who used that weapon regularly.’

“Sorry if I disappointed you…”

“Well, it was a bit disappointing, but the ending was still good. Actually, the first set was pretty amazing too.”

Lotus turned her head to avoid my gaze, perhaps trying to hide her self-deprecating smile. 

It seemed she had held high expectations for herself in this match—more than I’d anticipated.

‘How cute.’

It was like watching a sulking child who didn’t get to create the scene they wanted. 

Seeing this side of her was surprisingly refreshing.

The Lotus I knew was the embodiment of a professional: cold, poised, proud, and equipped with skills to match.

To live up to those expectations, cooperating with me during the match would’ve been important, but maybe the path I chose didn’t align with hers.

In hindsight, I should’ve gone with the two-star sword and single sword build.

But what was done was done. 

I couldn’t turn back time.

Still…

***

“Um, I’m not a pro, so I don’t know if what I’m about to say makes sense,” I began, hoping my words could offer some comfort.

“But I think you’re amazing, Lotus.”

“Eh?”

‘Her startled expression was priceless, but why not?’ Compliments should be direct.

“Regardless of how you set your standards, I admire how you constantly strive to improve. For example, your movements in the first set with the Lantert short sword—you were imitating me, weren’t you?”

“Ah, well… yes,” she admitted, twisting her fingers nervously like a child seeking approval.

“It might sound weird for a pro to say this, but your playstyle is incredible, Friede. I’ve reviewed and practiced your matches just to catch up to you, even if just a little.”

“Well, it’s a bit embarrassing for me to say this, but I take pride in the fact that my playstyle isn’t easy to imitate. That’s why I was impressed and could tell—‘Ah, this person worked really hard.’”

“So…”

As our gazes met, I removed the helmet that had been stifling my face.

The fresh air tickled my skin, and I felt the soft dawn breeze brush through my hair.

In that moment, fully revealing myself to Lotus, I smiled gently and said, “You’re truly an amazing person, Lotus.”

The starlight in the night sky began to fade, and a golden glow slowly rose from one side of the heavens.

‘Was it the sunrise at the end of dawn?’

With the warm golden sunlight behind me, Lotus’s face, partly obscured by shadows, was quite a sight to behold.

“So don’t let it get to you… Oh, I’ve got it!”

A way to lift the spirits of Lotus, the pro-gamer who resembled a mischievous cat, came to me after just 0.25 seconds of thought.

“Do you know how to dance?”

“What?”

“Look, it’s just the two of us here, and the atmosphere is perfect. Dancing is the best way to shake off a bad mood!”

I extended my hand, and after hesitating for a moment, Lotus gently placed her hand in mine and said softly, “I’ll… try my best.”

Stepping down from the edge of the bridge, she slowly followed my lead, matching my steps.

But this… this is bad.

“Now that we’re doing this, I should probably confess…”

“What is it?”

Looking into her wide, curious eyes, I couldn’t help but let out an awkward chuckle and admit, “I actually don’t know how to dance either.”

‘A warrior who only knows how to wield a sword—that’s me.’

‘Hmm. Now that I’ve jumped into this, it’s a bit awkward. This must be why planning is important.’

But as I wrestled with my embarrassment, Lotus smiled brightly and said, “Let’s just go with the flow, then.”

Her smile brimmed with vitality, as radiant as the sunrise that was now illuminating the bridge stretching from the arena’s entrance to the horizon.

The two figures began to dance together, awkward yet endearing, their steps blending with the hues of dawn.

***

From a distance, someone was watching them—a member of the STK marketing team.

“Friede… Friede-nee-chan is dancing with Lotus!”

The sight made their heart race, and their breath came out in excited huffs.

Witnessing such a moment felt like winning the lottery. 

Initially, they had delayed logging out, wanting to see Friede one last time after her spectacular victory.

After all, the moment they logged out, Friede would surely do the same.

‘She was amazing. Truly amazing, Friede-nee-chan.’

It was unfortunate that Lotus had lost, but it was a fair and honorable match.

Even though this situation might cause headaches for the organization later, watching Friede’s magnificent victory made all concerns seem trivial.

And then, it happened.

Just as their eyes were glued to Friede, they noticed something strange.

‘Why hasn’t she logged out yet?’

The awards, interviews, and greetings had all concluded. 

The tournament was officially over.

As spectators, players, and staff logged out one by one, leaving the arena empty, Friede remained.

Just as confusion filled their thoughts, Friede finally moved—but not to log out.

Instead, she left the arena building and headed toward the bridge, where she encountered Lotus. 

The two began talking in hushed voices, their demeanor anything but ordinary.

From that moment, an unmistakable tension surrounded them.

The marketing team member was sure of it—this could generate incredible promotional buzz.

With the camera crew having already logged out, they couldn’t afford to let this opportunity slip by.

In a pinch, they decided to start filming the scene themselves.

The two, who had started with quiet conversation, reached the climax when Friede removed her helmet under the rising sun.

Though far away and partially obscured by the sunrise’s glow, the marketing team member, with their razor-sharp instincts, knew—Friede’s face had been revealed.

The two figures, now intertwined, began to dance. 

Though clumsy, their steps were charming and refreshingly sincere.

Ah, how cruel the beautiful sunrise seemed at that moment.

If only they could also witness Friede’s unmasked face up close, along with Lotus.

But even so, they couldn’t stop filming.

‘Not a single frame should be missed.’

This would be the perfect highlight to wrap up the STK Battle Tournament and would ignite excitement among the hardcore fans.

It would satisfy both professional obligations and personal delight.

Thus, though they shed invisible tears of regret, they continued filming without pause.

Of course, they would need to obtain prior consent from Friede and Lotus before releasing the footage.

But even if consent wasn’t granted, the footage would become a treasured personal keepsake for the die-hard fan within them.


“Friede-nee-chan. And Lotus…”

They silently prayed that these two would get along well, without any conflict.

A bittersweet turmoil, rich and intense, swirled in the marketing team member’s heart—enough to make even a devil give up.

A few days later, this video would crown the STK Battle Tournament vlog as its grand finale, stoking the flames of curiosity around Friede’s face reveal.



 
  Chapter 85: It can’t lose


[Lotus! Victory against Friede!]
Author: Pepe

“That’s not happening! This is the Stubong community, folks! The victory you desire for Lotus! The defeat you imagine for Friede! No matter what happens! It will never! Ever! Happen!! Community!!”

[ZiegGarterbelt: As expected of Pepe, your skill is solid.]

[DustToBankruptcy: Stubong needs to be wrecked for it to be fun.]

[hope5555: Haha, Friede’s gameplay is more entertaining than Stubong’s.]

[Stubong: Why are you all like this to me… Bad words, no no!]

[If you honestly wanted Lotus to break down in tears, thumbs up.]
Author: KimCrunchyLakku

“Haha, I’ll go first!”

[MidyrEatingMySister: Thumbs up.]

[DaylightSword: Crying Lotus is a thumbs-up from me.]

[Dominator: Is this a funeral?]

[roo: It’s not a funeral; it’s a celebration.]

[Washbasin: Judging by her expression, she looks mentally broken. What if she completely drops next season? Haha.]

[Loo: Watch your words; the Stubong fans are gunning for Friede right now.]

***

[Hey, everyone, look at this!!]
Author: SweetGuy
“The official STK channel just uploaded an edited video of the recent brawl tournament. What’s this ending?

[Imagine a sunset rising at the end of a bridge where two people are dancing.]

“Those two in the ending credits… No matter how I look, they seem like Friede and Lotus. What’s with the vibe? So sweet, seriously. Is their chemistry even real?!”

[Someone: Don’t know, don’t care.]

[ZiegGarterbelt: ??? Why is this happening??]

[KimCrunchyLakku: Wait, it looks like she took her helmet off?]

[DustToBankruptcy: Yeah, seems like the helmet’s definitely off. The back of her head looks fully blonde.]

[Loo: Lotus, you fool! Why do you get to see our goddess’s face?!]

[Lampadu: Reveal her face to us, too!]

[Dominator: Dammit!! If Friede streams, I’m going to spam donations like crazy!]

[DaylightSword: Same. Haha, what’s she gonna do if I drop 1,000 on her?]

[MidyrEatingMySister: I’m saving my ammo for donations, too.]

***

[So, is Friede still a pimple-faced goblin?]

Author: KimCrunchyLakku

(Maximized zoom-in of the video)

“Still? Huh? Is Friede really some pimpled pig or scrawny goblin? No way, she’s gorgeous!”

[DustToBankruptcy: Do you even see anything?]

[KimCrunchyLakku: If you focus, you can sketch it in your mind.]

[Someone: Are you Mongolian, by chance?]

[MidyrEatingMySister: Hailing from Mongolia, haha!]

[DustToBankruptcy: Her face isn’t clear, but her jawline looks sharp… though it’s hard to tell for sure.]

[Loo: Wow, her golden hair flowing is really beautiful.]

[SweetGuy: Her cape and blonde hair are more noble than solid gold.]

[Pepe: Keep it up, haha!]

Currently, the Soul Warfare community was ablaze with discussions about Friede.

Female gamers who excelled were rare enough, but to be among the top tier was even more extraordinary. 

Friede, who appeared like a comet, didn’t just enter Challenger; she went undefeated to win the nation’s biggest event league.

And if that wasn’t enough, she achieved a flawless victory against Lotus, the strongest among female pro gamers.

However, what had people talking the most wasn’t her skill but the video of her and Lotus on the bridge.

“Look at this, Da-young! BitchSehee has done it again!”

Pepe’s excited shout made Dayoung sigh internally.

‘What’s happened this time?’

Friede’s string of incidents had become exhausting to the point where Da-young didn’t even have the energy to sigh anymore.

Given the atmosphere, though, it made sense.

‘Why did she even use that broken greatsword?’

Out of curiosity, she checked the STK gallery. 

As expected, there was loud criticism of Friede’s broken greatsword.

‘Even though Lotus also used a broken greatsword.’

But since she lost while accommodating Friede’s weapon, Lotus’s fans dismissed it with impeccable logic, saying it was unfair.

Well, that’s what fans do—reason takes a backseat to emotions.

Friede had long been cast as the villain among STK fans, especially Lotus’s.

‘But what was Pepe even pointing out? Was this another baseless accusation against her sister?’

Da-young, maintaining an indifferent expression, glanced at the monitor. 

It didn’t take long for her expression to harden.

“What?”

On the bridge, two figures held hands and danced gracefully.

Though the distance made their faces indistinguishable, there was only one person with such distinctive features in Da-young’s mind.

“Sister?”

“Hehe, BitchSehee really knows how to set the stage.”

The endless bridge, the sprawling natural scenery…

And the sunrise gleamed in the sky.

Below it, Friede and Lotus danced.

It was undeniably a well-crafted video, enough to draw anyone’s attention.

The problem was…

“Did she take off her helmet?”

“She showed her face to Lotus?”

“Why?”

That was the first thought that popped into Da-young’s mind.

‘How often does a streamer, even one as popular as Friede, interact with an active pro gamer?’

‘Friede couldn’t possibly be close enough with Lotus to stage such a performance.’

***

“Da-young, this is straight out of a comic. They call this an NTR setup… Next thing you know, we’ll get a video at our house titled ‘Friede’s Face of Absolute Bliss.’ Oh no, HAHAHA!”

CRACK!

“You’re dead meat, for real.”

With the sickening sound of a twisted bone, Da-young rotated Pepe’s neck a full 720 degrees.

She took a deep breath to calm her racing heart.

‘Well, there’s no need to think the worst about this.’

After all, I’ve met my sister in person, face-to-face.

‘No matter how skilled she is as a pro gamer, what chance does she have against a hero?’

“Yeah, that’s right.”

“So why am I so angry?”

The rage bubbled up uncontrollably.

How can emotions be measured by reason?

If something irritates you, it irritates you—that’s all there is to it.

***

Ping.

A notification sound rang from her phone.

Curious, she glanced at it and was surprised by the sender.

[Ajin: Hey… stupid.]

“What… the heck?”

‘Why is that social outcast messaging me out of the blue?’

‘Was she still hung up on the accessory my sister gave her and now begging for a delivery?’

But Ajin’s next message was completely unexpected.

[Ajin: Are you just going to let this slide?]

“Hah!”

A short, rough laugh escaped Da-young, filled with unexplainable joy, sympathy, and camaraderie.

‘Let it slide? Like hell.’

Ajin’s message wasn’t just a provocation; it was a rallying cry.

She never thought she’d agree with that recluse, not even in her wildest dreams.

Clench.

Her teeth ground audibly as flames ignited in her eyes.

‘Some random upstart dares to meddle in the bond of heroes?’

For the first time in ages, she felt a surge of determination.

“Kek, a storm is brewing, huh?”

Twisting Pepe’s neck another 720 degrees for good measure, Da-young hurriedly began preparing to go out.

***

[Thank you, Friede. It’s my first time dancing with another girl like this. It’s really soothing for my nerves. Hehe.]

[Um… if it’s okay, could you call me ‘Eunha’ when you message me? I feel more comfortable with my real name.]

[Not asking for your real name, of course! I get why a streamer who doesn’t do face reveals would be careful about personal info.]

[Also… could I call you ‘Sister’? I saw your profile, and it seems like you’re older than me.]

[If you’re okay with it, I’ll send this to you. I’m part of a team that streams for my organization. Maybe we can duo sometime?]

[I’ll be waiting, Sister.]

Leaning back in her chair, Friede twirled around while reminiscing about yesterday.

Lotus—or rather, Eunha now—was quite different from her initial impression of being aggressive and stubborn. 

She was surprisingly easygoing.

Positive connections like this are always welcome.

‘Teaming up with a pro gamer, even as a gamer herself, was an exciting and fulfilling prospect.’

‘Even though she had already defeated Eunha, playing on the same team carried a whole different thrill.’

These thoughts swirled in her mind as she indulged in her recent laziness.

Her consecutive announcements of stream breaks had caused an uproar on her Switch panel and YouTube channel, with people clamoring in chaos.

But perhaps she had exhausted herself during the brawl tournament.

Even achieving an undefeated victory brought its own kind of pressure.

Still, the “zen time” that came after her victory was not entirely unwelcome.

“That ending was perfect, though.”

She found herself savoring the lingering emotions of the tournament finale.

The vlog featuring her and Eunha dancing had initially irked her—it was shot without permission. 

But after being asked for consent and ensuring it was fine for public release, she let it slide.

The final scene, with them dancing, was a masterpiece even she couldn’t deny.

Maybe it was curiosity, or perhaps anticipation of how the community would react, that led her to agree to its release.

Regardless, seeing the polished final product, she had to admit it turned out to be a grand ending for the league.

***

Ping!

A familiar notification chimed from her phone, tickling her ears.


The brief message displayed on her screen was from an equally familiar person.

[Da-young: If you’re free, want to go shopping together?]

“What?”

It was an unexpectedly sudden invitation for a date.



 
  Chapter 86: Outside the house is dangerous


“Fight, fight!”

“All, unite… fight, fight, fight!”

“Don’t abandon us, unnie!”

“Wh… who are we?”

“The magical warrior of the Science Magic Agency, Park Dayoung!”

“Ah, the Academy’s psychic warrior, Ryu Ajin!”

“Warrior Ji Sehee, don’t abandon us!”

“Grant us our petting rights!”

‘Ah, I’ve seen this on the news before.’

‘These are the usual chants protesters shout.’

‘Petting rights? Are they trying to poke at some obscure issue?’

‘Anyway, the vibe, complete with red headbands on their foreheads, is truly intense.’

‘The reason for this protest is utterly ridiculous.’

“What opportunity do you want me to give you?”

‘Have I ever discriminated against anyone?’

After much thought, the people closest to me in my current social circle are Dayoung and Ajin.

Of course, I care about and consider them the most.

I don’t think I’ve ever neglected them, not even once.

I can’t understand why they’re staging such a nonsensical protest.

From above, floating mid-air, Pepe observed the situation with a mischievous expression, mocking them.

“Ha, these annoying little punks are making me feel strangely patriotic… Ugh!”

“Die!”

Dayoung grabbed Pepe and twisted its neck 7,200 degrees.

-Crack! Snap!-

I thought its head would split into a V-shape, but the neck rotated back to its original position, and life returned to Pepe’s body in a grotesque manner.

It was like a wind-up toy.

Watching its neck slowly rotate back into place, I nudged the trembling Pepe with my foot.

“Hey, are you okay? You’re alive, right?”

“S-shut up, Ji Sehee! Who survives after their neck spins 20 times?”

From the way it’s talking, it seems fine.

Since Pepe is unharmed, it’s time to focus back on the two of them.

“So, what do you two want from me? I’m tired today and just want to rest.”

‘Was postponing shopping such a big deal?’

“Don’t you even know the concept of ‘noblesse oblige’ at your level?”

“A warrior, even at low level, needs petting rights!”

“Lie down! Just lie down!”

“Lie down… lie endlessly.”

‘These two, seriously.’

‘I can’t even get mad at them for this.’

‘If they barged into my house with this kind of protest, as a homeowner, it’s natural to feel your veins about to pop, but my patience is too strong for that.’

‘First, I need to understand why they’re behaving this way.’

‘If I ask them directly, they won’t tell me.’

I need to take a different approach.

Grabbing Pepe, whose neck had just been restored to its original state, I took a few steps back.

“Hey, what’s up with those two?”

“Still don’t get it? Ji Sehee, you’re surprisingly clueless, haha!”

-Crack! Snap!-

I twisted Pepe’s neck 360 degrees and back again.

“Just tell me.”

“Ugh! These punks! Warriors are all the same, so outdated and rotten.”

“Stop beating around the bush and speak clearly. My head hurts too.”

“Ji Sehee, do you think they didn’t see you dancing with that other person? Of course, they got jealous, and that’s why they’re acting like this.”

“Seriously?”

I turned my head in disbelief and saw Dayoung and Ajin lying spread out, as if staging a “lie-down protest.”

‘It wasn’t their first time doing this, as their lying-down poses seemed oddly practiced.’

‘The thought that they’re doing this just because I danced with someone else makes my head throb, but also… it’s kind of adorable.’

It reminded me of little kids throwing tantrums.

‘Ugh, I must be crazy to think this is cute.’

Watching these two lie there like baby birds chirping, I couldn’t help but sigh.

Well, I guess I have no choice.

“Get up already. Let’s go out somewhere.”

“Really?!”

“Re… really?”

“Ugh, Ajin, you’re so annoying. Of course, we’re going.”

-Clunk!-

I ended the conversation by lightly smacking Ajin on the head and hurriedly prepared to go out.

***

Despite it being a weekday afternoon, the place was crowded.

As expected, their destination was the mall.

‘Well, I figured as much.’

Thinking about how much I’ll have to endure, I let out a small sigh.

Come to think of it, this is my first time visiting a place like this since returning.

“It’s lunchtime, right? Should we eat first?”

“I searched it up, and there’s a fancy restaurant at the top. Unnie, I want a treat! Please buy me something yummy. Choo-choo!”

“Ugh, your words and actions are so cringe.”

Dayoung looked at Ajin, who was clinging to my arm and saying “choo-choo,” with an expression of pure disgust.

Since it’s an outing and the location is crowded, I thought it’d be best to stick close to them in case of any panic attacks. 

But Ajin’s nonstop chatter felt like a machine gun firing relentlessly.

Though it was a bit overwhelming, the suggestion itself wasn’t bad.

Eating at the food court seemed a bit underwhelming.

“Do they have private rooms there?”

“Of course! I’ve already checked everything!”

‘Well, with that confidence, I guess I have no choice but to follow along.’

Reaching our destination, however, was no easy feat.

For example, taking the elevator to the top floor…

“Stop clinging to unnie, Ajin.”

“No way, you dumbhead.”

Being squished between the two of them in a cramped elevator, with the added awkward stares from others, was exhausting.

Listening to the two arguing endlessly on either side of me, I started feeling restless, unable to endure any longer.

‘When will we reach the 15th floor?’

‘Why is this elevator so slow?’

Now, we’re only at the 9th floor.

I decided I couldn’t let the bickering continue any longer and made up my mind.

Eventually, there was no other choice. 

It was time to discipline them.

“If you two keep this up, I’ll punish you thoroughly in bed tonight. Quiet down.”

“O||?!”

“Hic!”

[What the hell?!]

[Let’s embarrass them with more shocking words.]

[Whisper, whisper.]

[In bed…]

[That woman is so pretty. Ha!]

[I want to… join too…]

Of course, I’d have to deal with the aftermath myself.

***

After much trouble, we finally arrived at the restaurant and could relax for a while.

Since it was a weekday, there were no reserved rooms, but being able to dine in a private space was a nice touch.

Though it wasn’t nighttime, the high-rise view from the window was still captivating.

“Tasty, isn’t it?”

“Yeah, going out to eat sometimes isn’t a bad idea.”

“It’s delicious, but isn’t this place expensive? We ordered a full course.”

“You think I’d make you two pay when I brought you here? Besides, ordering a full course at a restaurant is the way to go.”

Look at the variety and richness of the dishes—it’s worth it.

Pepe, who was sprawled across the table and burping repeatedly, gave a thumbs-up and said, “You’re actually making sense for once, Ji Sehee. I, Pepe, declare this meal a source of happiness!”

‘How does that tiny body manage to hold an entire course meal?’

Since Pepe insisted on eating too, what looked like a group of three ended up ordering a four-person course.

The manager gave us a slightly puzzled look, but since Pepe ate everything so thoroughly, they let it slide.

Well, it’s not a bad outcome for them either.

As we slowly enjoyed the final dessert, Dayoung suddenly spoke as if something had come to mind.

“Unnie, was there anything fun that happened during the tournament?”

“Y-yeah! I want to hear something interesting too…”

“Tournament? Something fun?”

‘Well, not really, I think?’

The tournament was just about competing with opponents, winning, and giving interviews—that’s it.

They probably already know about that without me explaining.

If there was any behind-the-scenes story, I’d share it, but I wasn’t close enough to anyone for those kinds of interactions.

Ah, though there was one thing…

“Well, there was this time with Lotus…”

I thought it might be worth mentioning the story with Lotus.

Just as I was about to begin, “Unnie.”

Both Dayoung and Ajin looked genuinely annoyed—something you don’t see often.

“What’s going on?”

As I tilted my head in confusion, Dayoung gulped down a glass of water as if to calm herself and said, “Don’t talk about another girl when you’re with us.”

“Unnie… honestly… that comment just now gets a zero from me.”

“Let me join the flow too. Pepe is sulking! Pfft—gaggek!”

I grabbed Pepe’s head and squeezed it as if extracting juice. 

Truly, the art of juicing.

It seems my comment really earned me a zero from these two.

If this keeps up, the mood will be ruined.

It would be a waste of effort to have come all this way only for things to fall apart.

It’s not some relationship-raising game, but it’s still an awkward and difficult situation.

Calm down, me.

Pick the best response here.

‘Danced with Lotus, and she was good at it.’

‘Became personal friends with Lotus.’

‘Lotus asked me to call her by her name.’

‘Or… shall we just go shopping after eating?’

‘I, too, am a patriotic conservative like Pepe. Hey, come on! Let’s do this!’

The answer I chose was…

‘This one!’

Having decided on the best response, I put on my softest smile and said, “Okay, then, how about we go shopping after we finish eating? I was thinking about buying some clothes anyway.”

“R-really? Sounds good.”

“Unnie’s… clothes, lingerie… costume…”

The topic seemed to be getting stranger, but for now, I was satisfied that I managed to calm them down.

Not knowing the harsher trials awaiting us ahead, I simply enjoyed the lightened mood, Unaware of how bright the afternoon sun outside would become.

***

“Sigh, I felt so down that I decided to go out…”

Of all times, no one was free to join me, leaving me alone.

Lotus—Cha Eunha—tried to suppress her disappointment as she headed toward the shopping mall in front of her.

Her teammates were all men, so dragging them along would’ve been awkward. 

Her few close female friends were already busy with college life.

On a weekday like this, there was no one available.

‘But what could she do?’ Staying cooped up at the dorms felt like a waste of her rare holiday.

Humans need social interaction and sunlight to feel alive.

So, going out was a must.

“Let’s see if I can find some nice spring outfits.”

It was about time to update her wardrobe.

She also needed to replenish her cosmetics, so she might as well get them here.

Suddenly, a brilliant idea flashed through Eunha’s mind.

‘Ah, come to think of it…’

‘Isn’t today a day off for Friede-unnie’s broadcast?’

Having subscribed to Friede’s Twitch and YouTube channels, Eunha knew the streaming schedule. 

‘Today was definitely an off day.’

With nothing to lose, Eunha quickly sent a message from her smartphone.

[Friede-unnie, if you’re free… would you like to go shopping together?]

Though she didn’t have Friede’s personal number, there were other ways to reach out.

She had already added Friede’s MS Room avatar ID as a friend.

Rather than taking things slow, she boldly suggested becoming friends, which had worked out in her favor.


They had exchanged a few words, and Eunha knew Friede lived in Gangnam, Seoul.

‘If it’s here, Friede-unnie might actually show up.’

It felt like the perfect move, and Eunha smiled in satisfaction.

Unaware of what awaited her in the coming hours, The bright afternoon sun above her seemed to promise an eventful day ahead.



 
  Chapter 87: An Enigmatic Defeat


<Why isn’t Friede streaming?>
Author: TickleMoaPasan

“They just won a prestigious computer gaming tournament, shouldn’t they start streaming immediately?
How can they leave us hanging with that last vlog and then go on a hiatus? This is ridiculous! Did Lotus really meet Friede in person? What did they talk about? Shouldn’t they at least share the details with us? I’m losing my mind here…”

[DummyNator: This is the Friede you chose. Stick with it, no matter what.]

[hope5555: It’s a bit infuriating. Now’s the perfect time to capitalize on the momentum, and they go on hiatus, ugh.]

[yaSergei: Missing a golden opportunity while small-time streamers lament on their behalf, hilarious.]

[ᄋᄋ: Are we being dumped here? Like, is this an exit scam?]

[LLAmpadu: Dumped? C’mon, don’t be ridiculous.]

***

<Already Rewatched the Stream 20 Times>
Author: NunaEatsMidir

“So, when’s the host coming back?”

[oo: They’re not. Your host took your donations and is out clubbing, mixing ‘DNA shakes’ with men.]

[IlGwangSoGeom: Wow, you just went all out with that statement. Savage!]

[ZigGarterBelt: Can you shut up, please? ^^]

[SweetHanNam: Retract that immediately and apologize unless you want to meet an untimely demise.]

[SlimChair: Looks like it’s time for some national-level education.]

[yaSergei: I just want the host to stream again. It’s not like there’s much content from this new streamer to begin with, and I’m already 15 full rewatches deep.]

[SeSutDaeYa: Amateurs. I’m already on my 50th rewatch.]

[Lᄋᄋ: SeSutDaeYa… You don’t have a life, do you?]

[SeSutDaeYa: Seven years of living as a scrap collector. Friede is my salvation.]

[Loo: Wow, your choice of words is dizzying.]

***

[<Jealous of Lotus? Upvote!>]
Author: SlimChair

“If you’re jealous of Lotus, the one who saw Friede’s face for the first time in virtual reality, then upvote! Starting with me, lol.”

[RedLotus: Jealous?]

[LyaSergei: Confirmed.]

[GwangSoGeom: Not buying counterfeits, thanks.]

[ᄂᄋᄋ: LOL, the variations on Lotus’ nickname these days are insane.]

[ZigGarterBelt: I even saw ‘BlueHouseLotus’ once.]

[LyaSergei: Wow, dizzying.]

[RedLotus: Hahaha.]

***

“Ah, it’s chaos, pure chaos.”

Here, there, everywhere—it’s madness.

I sighed, letting my shoulders droop as I stared at my smartphone, realizing just how pitiful my current situation was.

Even ego-searching had become boring, so I turned my gaze toward Dayoung and Ajin, who were standing ahead.

“Um, excuse me…”

“Doesn’t this outfit suit this weather?”

“Y-yeah, sure.”

“Guys…”

‘Please don’t ignore me. I’m cold.’

Calling out from behind felt pointless. 

‘Were my words not reaching them?’

Watching them argue over a few pieces of clothing made my head throb.

I glanced at the time on my phone’s screen.

It had already been an hour since we entered the store.

‘Isn’t choosing clothes supposed to take 10 minutes at most?’

Thank goodness the store was spacious and crowded. 

If it were a small shop, we’d have gotten death stares by now.

“Ahem!”

I awkwardly cleared my throat to catch Dayoung and Ajin’s attention. 

Finally, they turned around.

“How about we wrap this up and check out a movie or something?”

“Wait, we’re almost done. Just a few more to try on.”

“Really? You said that 30 minutes ago, and you’ve already tried on four outfits since…”

“Are you… talking back to me?”

‘Of course I’m talking back! What am I supposed to do, stay silent?’

“We… we’ll buy this for you! Just wait a bit longer, okay?”

Ajin tried to placate me, which was sweet in its way, but…

‘Sigh.’

I was exhausted.

Not physically, but mentally. This was so boring, so uninteresting, that I felt like I might lose my mind.

How could they enjoy themselves so much? I couldn’t wrap my head around it.

‘I envy them, being able to get so excited about this.’

‘I wish I could just play a game instead.’

Looking around, all I saw were racks of clothes, other customers, and store employees.

The cozy and sophisticated vibe of the store matched its upscale status, but there wasn’t anything fun to distract myself with.

At least barbecue restaurants have retro game consoles in the waiting area.

My attention naturally returned to my smartphone, the one constant in this boring universe.

Ten minutes passed in what felt like a time-warping eternity.

“Hey, what about this one?”

“This… this one seems to suit you the most…”

They finally seemed to have agreed on something. I glanced at the clothes they were holding.

Thankfully, they weren’t anything overly eccentric.

‘Not that an upscale store would sell anything too outlandish.’

“There were plenty of dresses and flowy outfits earlier. It’s not one of those, right?”

“Those were nice too, but you said you didn’t like them. So we chose something with more of an office vibe. Try it on!”

“Alright, alright. Stop pushing me.”

I grabbed the outfit and headed toward the fitting room, praying this would be the last time.

“Hey, Ajin.”

“Why?”

Dayoung, who had been grinning moments ago, suddenly straightened her expression and asked a question.

“What do you think our sister will look like in the outfit we picked?”

‘What was she talking about all of a sudden?’

It felt like such a pointless question since the result would be visible in just a moment.

“If it’s her… it’ll look… good.”

“Of course, it’ll look good. With a figure like hers, there’s no outfit she can’t pull off. But what I mean is…”

“W-what… do you mean?”

“Do you think the outfit we gave her will, you know, emphasize her chest?”

At Dayoung’s words, Ajin unconsciously nodded.

“Of course, it would. Quite a lot, in fact.”

The outfit they picked was a surprisingly simple but very tight black office look.

With a vest layered over a shirt, Sehee’s figure would cause the vest to cling slightly, further emphasizing her chest and undergarments.

Not to mention, her already large chest.

“Why does that matter?”

‘Didn’t you know that when you picked it?’

Ajin’s gaze, filled with suspicion, made Dayoung awkwardly avert her eyes—a clear sign of evasion.

‘Didn’t you know when you picked it?’

‘Of course, she knew.’

She chose it knowing it would emphasize her chest and highlight her figure because she thought it would suit her.

But then it hit her.

‘Oh, right… she’s a guy.’

‘Wow, how long did it take her to remember something so important?’

‘What’s wrong with me?’

Calling her “sister” all this time must have somehow gaslit her into forgetting the truth.

“Hey, Ajin. I have a question.”

“What now?”

“What’s your cup size?”

“…Huh!”

Ajin instinctively crossed her arms over her chest and took a step back.

“Wh-why are you asking that?”

“Just to confirm something. I’ll go first. I’m a B.”

“Ugh!”

Ajin’s face twisted at Dayoung’s confident declaration.

Seeing her expression, Dayoung no longer needed to ask.

‘Got it. I’m a B, and you’re an A.’

‘If this were a grade, it’d be acceptable, but unfortunately, it’s about bra sizes.’

“How would you feel if a guy’s chest was bigger than yours?”

“You… you idiot! Have you finally lost it?”

“I’m just asking. Imagine a guy who transitioned, has an amazing body and appearance, and even huge breasts. How would you feel?”

“Ugh… That kind of humiliation… I’d rather d-die.”

“I just saved your life today.”

“What are you even saying?”

Sometimes, keeping the truth hidden is the better option.

It wasn’t her style to gossip about others, especially when it involved Sehee’s privacy.

She had only asked Ajin out of curiosity to see if her feelings were unique or not.

‘Well, the answer was as expected.’

The result wasn’t surprising.

It wasn’t just her being jealous or envious.

Whether she should feel relieved that she wasn’t petty or humiliated by her strange defeat was unclear.

***

-Clack!

“Huh!”

The fitting room door opened, and Sehee stepped out.

Dayoung and Ajin both froze, holding their breaths.

Sehee wore a neatly buttoned, milk-white shirt.

Over it was a sleek, tailored vest that hugged her figure tightly, almost like a corset, accentuating her upper body.

Her cape-like jacket hung elegantly over her shoulders.

Her short skirt, snug around her thighs, emphasized her legs, surpassing even leggings in showing off her figure.

Her stockings completed the look, highlighting her slim legs.

And finally…

“Wow…”

“Wow…”

Her chest, which didn’t just assert its presence but seemed to defy gravity with its I-cup size, was almost oppressive in its impact.

“This is uncomfortable… and kind of embarrassing.”

Sehee muttered as she glanced down at herself, giving a critical review of the outfit.

Dayoung could only shake her head in disbelief.

“This is the best one so far. Shall we move on to the next stop?”

“The n-next stop?”

Seeing Sehee’s bewildered expression, Dayoung and Ajin nodded as if it were obvious.

“We still need to visit the salon and buy some makeup. You don’t even do basic skincare, right?”

“Y-you’re so confident… I mean, wow.”

Even as she mumbled, Ajin chimed in, supporting Dayoung’s suggestion.

‘Though Sehee looked slightly annoyed, what could she do?’

With her natural beauty, imagining how she’d look with some effort made it impossible not to feel excited.

“You’re coming with us.”

Dayoung grabbed Sehee’s arm and linked hers with it as they left the fitting room.

-Soft.

“Huh!”

Feeling the soft, bouncy sensation against her arm, Dayoung flinched in surprise.

If clouds had a texture, surely this was it.

‘See, I had to ask.’

Even if she’d questioned Ajin earlier, the answer was obvious.


Sehee was a guy, yet her chest size was an I-cup.

‘Should I be resentful about losing to a guy?’

Feeling Sehee’s chest press against her arm, Dayoung realized something:

Sometimes, keeping a secret can turn into a torturous burden.



 
  Chapter 88: Encounter!


Whether it’s a game or something else, going through it intensely requires thorough preparation.

That preparation included a mental aspect, and I was paying the price for not being mentally ready.

From buying clothes to cosmetics, even a full beauty course—our journey was relentless, like running a game raid, moving between floors and sections without pause.

“Oh, this looks nice.”

“Uh, what about this one?”

After circling around, we returned to the clothing store and shifted to the casual corner. 

This time, they were enthusiastically trying on outfits, checking how they looked in the mirror.

It was expected from Dayoung, but even Ajin seemed surprisingly excited.

‘At this rate…’

Even though I wanted to leave, seeing how much fun those two were having made it hard to speak up.

Physically, I was fine, but mentally, I was exhausted. 

Trapped in an unfamiliar sense of fatigue, I sighed inwardly and let myself be dragged around.

At that moment, I felt like nothing more than a useless mushroom—completely powerless to do anything.

“This is on sale, but it’s still so expensive. Clothing prices are insane these days.”

“Me? I’m fine with just the clothes I have at home…”

“Should I buy it for you?”

“Huh? Why would you?”

Watching the two of them get flustered, I nodded casually.

“Why are you so surprised? You just treated me to lunch earlier.”

“Don’t hold back. Pick whatever you want. You can even choose two outfits each. Summer will be here before you know it, so it’s good to prepare early.”

“Seriously, you’re unbelievable. First lunch, now this?”

“I’m… I’m fine too…”

Oh no, lying is not allowed.

Even though they were saying no, their eyes betrayed them, glancing at the clothes again and again.

“Here, take my card. Go ahead and pick what you want.”

“Roger!”

“Thanks!”

Apparently, they already had outfits in mind because they immediately picked a few and rushed off, looking adorable as they went.

Casual clothes, huh…

The outfits I bought were more formal, office-style suits, so I couldn’t help but glance at the casual section myself.

‘Maybe I’ll check something out too.’

I grabbed a plain gray hoodie, held it up to my body in front of a mirror, and took a look.

Hmm.

‘Not bad.’

Considering my current wardrobe leaned toward heavier formalwear, having something simple and comfortable to walk around in didn’t seem like a bad idea.

I picked out a few similar outfits and started comparing them when…

“Hey!”

“Nice discovery…”

Startled by the mischievous voices, I turned around to find Dayoung and Ajin already done with their shopping, grinning at me.

“Hehe, so you wanted to try on other clothes too, huh? What a sly sister we have here!” Dayoung teased, patting my shoulder lightly.

“Seriously, everything looks good on you. You really know how to dress up!”

“Uh… sister, next time, how about picking a theme? Maybe even dye your hair…?”

…I might’ve made a mistake.

***

“Phew, that was great. With this, we’re set for summer!”

“Yeah, me too!”

[What’s the point of having clothes if you’re just at home?]

“Sh-shut up!”

[Anyway, who shops for hours like this? You crazy people. The real winner here is me, who’s been taking a sweet nap all this time!]

Oh, so that’s why it was so quiet. 

The little frog had been sleeping the whole time.

Feeling an odd sense of envy, my pride took a slight hit.

Damn frog.

“Sister, aren’t you thirsty? There’s a nice café nearby. Should we grab some coffee?”

“Y-yeah! I-I’ll come too!”

“Thanks. I’ll wait here. I’ll have an iced Americano with extra syrup.”

“OK. Take a rest while we’re gone.”

“I want a caramel macchiato with cinnamon, whipped cream, and syrup in a 1:1 ratio with water. Got it, you fools?!”

Dayoung firmly squeezed the bag where the frog was hiding and headed off to the café with Ajin.

Leaving the shopping bags neatly on the chair next to me, I sat down and slouched back in my seat.

“Finally, I can relax.”

***

Watching Dayoung and Ajin in the café line from a distance, I felt a sense of satisfaction.

Especially seeing Ajin, who would normally struggle in crowded places, looking so happy made me feel proud.

‘Well, sometimes this isn’t so bad.’

As I soaked in a sense of contentment, a small smile naturally crept onto my face.

“Excuse me…”

‘What?’

Just as I was enjoying the moment, an unfamiliar voice snapped me back to reality.

I turned toward the voice, narrowing my eyes, and saw a young man with a greasy smile.

He looked to be around my age.

“Who are you?”

Although I wasn’t looking in a mirror, I could tell my expression had hardened.

“Ah, you’re so beautiful… Would you mind exchanging numbers?”

‘Ah, so it’s one of those guys. Street hunting.’

Feeling a strange sensation, I glanced around and noticed other people sneaking glances at me.

It seemed this hadn’t happened earlier because I was with Dayoung and Ajin.

Moreover…

‘I really don’t like the look in his eyes.’

The people who approached me before seemed at least a bit hesitant, but the guy in front of me acted so confidently that it was obnoxious.

He had this arrogant air like, “Someone like me could totally go after a girl like you, and I’ll definitely win you over.”

“Your number?”

“Yes, your number.”

Stop smiling so creepily, you jerk.

‘If I had been married early without being summoned to this world, I might’ve had a son around your age… Well, maybe not.’

Anyway, this kid still looks wet behind the ears.

“My number? What are you going to give me in return?”

“Should I give you my number too? We can chat together.”

“Oh, I see.”

Resting my chin on my hand, I chuckled slightly.

At first, I thought he was annoying, but on second thought, it wasn’t worth getting worked up over.

A kid like this just needed to be dismissed gently.

“Just leave. I’m not interested, and I’d like to relax right now.”

“No, don’t say that.”

‘What? Persistent, aren’t we?’

Just as I was about to get a little serious to drive him away, a voice called out from behind me.

“Unnie?!”

Ah, I thought Dayoung and Ajin might be back, so I turned my head.

But standing in front of me was…

“What?”

A familiar figure with long black hair flowing down to her waist approached me, her face filled with astonishment.

It was the lotus herself, Eunha.

“Why are you here?”

Eunha, clearly surprised, strode toward me.

Originally, she had been leisurely walking through the shopping mall. 

Hoping for a chance to meet me and shop together, she had been disappointed when I hadn’t contacted her.

But then she noticed something unusual about the atmosphere of the shopping mall.

‘What’s going on?’

Everyone’s eyes were fixed in one direction, sneaking glances and gossiping.

Curious, she followed their gaze and spotted a very familiar figure with golden hair.

Normally, blonde hair wasn’t uncommon—it could be dyed or even a default choice in virtual reality. 

To Eunha, it wasn’t anything special.

But this blonde…

‘Could it be…?’

There was only one person in her life with such pure, radiant blonde hair, and that realization quickened her pace.

Although the distance wasn’t far, Eunha felt as though every step took an eternity.

Even compared to her time as a professional gamer, no moment in her life felt as significant as this one.

‘Please, please, please, please…’

When she finally reached her and confirmed the face of the blonde woman, “Unnie?!”

Her voice burst forth, filled with joy at the unexpected encounter.

Startled by the loud greeting, I finally looked in her direction.

Our gazes met, and Eunha felt a thrilling jolt through her body and soul.

The mix of surprise and joy in her expression made it clear—this blonde woman knew who she was.

With the same appearance as in virtual reality and the recognition in her eyes, everything clicked together in Eunha’s mind like a complex puzzle.

Finally…

‘I’ve found her!’

A smile of pure elation spread across Eunha’s face.

“What are you doing here? I’ve been looking everywhere for you.”

“Uh… oh…”

“And who’s this? Do you have some business with my sister?”

Her frosty tone and piercing glare were enough to make the persistent guy back away before fleeing entirely.

With the situation resolved, Eunha’s stern expression melted into a warm smile as she turned back to me.

“It’s so good to see you, Friede-unnie.”

“Eunha?”

“Yes, it’s me. I knew it was you, even from behind.”

Her confident demeanor radiated pride, as if recognizing me was an accomplishment.

“Why didn’t you reply to my messages? If you were coming here to shop, we could’ve done it together.”

Noticing the bags around me, Eunha’s tone briefly betrayed her disappointment, though her smile quickly returned.

“Since we’re already here, how about we go around one more time?”

For girls, shopping was an endless source of fun. 

Even if Friede-unnie didn’t have any money, Eunha wouldn’t have minded.

After all, she was a two-time Soul Cup champion, the only one to achieve that feat, with seven domestic league titles under her belt.

No other pro gamer could rival her career—not even her equally famous teammate, Warden Kim Chanhyuk.

Her reputation as a superstar brought her substantial earnings through salary and countless brand endorsements.

‘If anything, I could just buy everything she wants.’

Eunha was confident that there was nothing in this mall she couldn’t afford.

“Eunha, meeting in real life like this without any prior notice feels a bit…”

“Come on, unnie. We’ve danced together before, haven’t we? If I invited fans to shop with me, the line would stretch around the block.”

Leaning in close to my ear, Eunha whispered softly with a playful smile.

“This is a rare opportunity, unnie.”

Her breath tickled my ear, making the moment feel oddly intimate.

To an outsider, her light taps on my chest might’ve looked like an adorable tantrum.

That’s when…

“What’s going on here?”

A cold voice cut through the air from behind us.

Eunha turned her head toward the source, sensing hostility in the gaze directed at her.

Standing there were Dayoung and Ajin, one holding a tray of coffee cups, the other with a bag of cookies.

Eunha had no idea who they were, but…

“And who might you be?”

“Who are you to be clinging to our unnie like that?”

“Ugh… Disgusting.”

The reactions of the two girls made Eunha’s brow furrow slightly.


‘Our unnie?’

“Ha!”

At the absurdity of their claim, Eunha let out a bold laugh.

It was the calm before the storm.



 
  Chapter 89: What are they trying to say?


[Damn, this is hilarious! What a banger of a story!
Author: Pepe

Currently witnessing a once-in-a-lifetime spectacle. Friede, Forming, and the editor went shopping together holding hands, and they seem to have run into Lotus. The three women are glaring fiercely at each other over Friede, and the tension is palpable.]

[Nuna-Eater Midir: Hey, Pepe, stop writing novels and go fap.]

[Washbasin: Pepe, you’re gay…]

[SweetGuy: Checked. Lotus left her accommodation. Is this story legit?]

[Loo: Why so serious, dude? Chill, lolol.]

[Nuna-Eater Midir: Pepe and SweetGuy are the dream team of delusional gays.]

[Kim Kkaettullakku: We can’t even compete with them. @@.]

[yaSergei: These lunatics are turning their delusions into facts now.]

[Sunlight Sword: Friede hasn’t even shown her face. How do you know it’s really her?]

[Zeke’s Garterbelt: Even Forming, who showed her face, heavily edited it with virtual customization. Bet she looks totally different in reality.]

***

“Kekeke, these idiots don’t believe me.”

Pepe chuckled, watching the reactions while furiously typing on his smartphone from his bag.

He understood why people might doubt him. 

Friede was a mystery streamer who maintained a secretive image.

Though there had been glimpses of the back of her head or profile, the revealed details weren’t enough to form a clear picture. 

Even with all the information pieced together, the best they had was an image of a ghostly egg-shaped face.

Of course, her foundational beauty was so godlike that even the ghostly rendering had fans cheering “Woohoo!” and celebrating her existence.

“To waste such a golden opportunity… how tragic.”

Pepe considered this a rare chance to see Friede, who dazzled in games, reveal her true self in real life.

Yet, there was nothing he could do. 

He couldn’t recklessly record a video or take a photo. 

Even if he tried, those like Dayoung Gay or Bitch Sehee would never allow it.

***

“What’s this?”

As he refreshed the forum, a new post at the top caught Pepe’s attention.

[ If Friede Nuna and the Opening Ceremony Nuna are the same, upvote! Lololol.
Author: Kim Kkaettullakku

(Picture of Opening Ceremony Nuna gesturing at the camera to stop filming)

(Picture of Friede Nuna’s back against a sunset)

Isn’t it obvious they’re the same person? Upvoting myself, lol.]

“Kekeke, these ancient memes still hit.”

Pepe reminisced. That was when he first saw Bitch Sehee alongside Dayoung Gay.

‘Who would have guessed that the person glimpsed through the monitor would one day become so intertwined in his life?’

The fact that they were both heroes felt like destiny.

[Sunlight Sword: Hey, stop it. That’s not good, student.]

[Loo: Does the Opening Ceremony Nuna look like ‘J’ to you?]

[TikkleMoa Bankruptcy: And does Friede Nuna look like ‘J’ to you?]

[hope5555: Ahahaha, just say they’re the same person and move on.]

[Loo: Delusional Friede fans, if she reveals her face, she’s just a skinny, pimple-faced, rotting sack of garbage.]

[yaSergei: Just say they’re the same person already.]

[Zeke’s Garterbelt: Now that I think about it, wouldn’t it be epic if Friede Nuna and Opening Ceremony Nuna were the same?]

[Nuna-Eater Midir: Should I make a composite of the Opening Ceremony Nuna and Friede Nuna?]

[Loo: Hurry up and share it when you’re done.]

[Sunlight Sword: This dude trash-talked Friede Nuna but now he’s salivating. Lolol.]

The comments were all too familiar. 

Pepe nodded to himself.

He understood. He really did.

“You all must be like me. You’re dying to witness Friede’s true face revealed to the world.”

He wanted to meet their expectations.

He wanted to shout to the world that the Opening Ceremony Nuna and Bitch Sehee were the same person. 

But in the end, those were empty echoes in his heart.

Even though he was dying to take proof shots, neither Dayoung Gay nor Bitch Sehee would ever allow such recklessness.

Frustrated by his powerlessness, Pepe trembled.

“Ah, my fury shakes even my balls.”

Yet, he vowed never to give up.

“The day Bitch Sehee reveals her face will come.”

Consumed by fantasies of a sweet, brilliant future, the vast gap between reality and his desires weighed down on him.

Tears of his era welled up in Pepe’s eyes.

***

While Pepe schemed alone in his bag, the reality outside remained tense.

“…So that’s what happened.”

Sehee succinctly summarized the core points, silently commending herself for her concise explanation.

This was the moment they all understood how they came to know Friede, the streamer known as Ji Sehee.

Smack!

“Hmm.”

Smack!

“Ah, I see.”

Smack!

At this moment, Sehee couldn’t say a word. 

Silently, she observed the confrontation unfolding between both sides.

Only a single thought lingered in her mind, unspoken, echoing over and over.

Meanwhile, the carefully packaged coffee she brought back from the café was being brutally unwrapped and consumed, rendering its packaging completely meaningless.

“I get the gist. Thanks for explaining, unnie. But there’s something that needs to be addressed here.”

The first to break the silence was Dayoung.

Her frustration was already bubbling after watching the final dance skit from that vlog video.

And this wasn’t just any ordinary setting.

This was supposed to be a “healing” date course, a time to be consoled away from someone like Lotus—or whoever they were.

But just as her mood was about to improve, the instigator appeared before her eyes. 

Naturally, Dayoung’s teeth clenched in irritation.

“Aren’t you acting a little too clingy after competing in just one tournament? Pretending to be friendly when you don’t even know unnie properly—how pitiful.”

Dayoung’s harsh words made Ajin jump in shock.

Her wide eyes seemed to say, ‘What the…? Baka! Starting off so combatively—are you serious?’

Truthfully, Ajin’s stance wasn’t far off from Dayoung’s.

After all, she too had seen Lotus whispering into Friede’s ear earlier, acting as if they were close. 

Witnessing that betrayal firsthand filled her with frustration.

But Dayoung’s approach was nothing but a full-frontal assault, leaving Ajin dumbfounded.

As Dayoung’s cutting words landed, a vein visibly twitched on Eunha’s temple. 

Without hesitation, Eunha shot back.

“Do you really need multiple encounters to build a connection? That’s such a calculated way of thinking. Genuine relationships aren’t about quantity—they’re about quality.”

Placing her hand on her chest, Eunha blushed slightly as she closed her eyes and continued.

“It’s about heart, feeling, and instinct… Real bonds grow from emotions, not from statistical frequency.”

Crack!

Ah, Dayoung ground her teeth audibly.

Her eyes burned with icy fire, her intense glare resembling a literal manifestation of cold flames.

Watching this unfold, Ajin grew increasingly nervous.

Surely… they weren’t going to pull each other’s hair and start brawling, right?

Overwhelmed by the tension, Ajin silently gave Dayoung a pleading look: ‘Please, stop.’

And, as the saying goes, “sincerity moves heaven.”

Not long after, Dayoung took a deep breath, regaining her composure, and gulped down her coffee.

The cold brew’s refreshing aroma soothed her throat, clearing her mind as well as her mood.

‘Disgusting.’

She inwardly cursed, glaring at Eunha’s expression of triumph.

The meeting between Lotus—Cha Eunha—and Friede didn’t sit well with Dayoung at all.

No matter how lighthearted the event was supposed to be, a duel between pros carried weight.

Friede had wielded a broken greatsword during the match, and Eunha had suffered a crushing defeat.

Yet, to see Eunha now completely smitten with Friede—it was absurd to Dayoung.

To her, Eunha seemed no different from the shallow fans who fawned over Friede’s looks online.

“I never imagined Lotus—one of the top pro gamers—would fawn over a mere streamer. Being so careless, even during the off-season, could ruin your reputation and your team’s standing.”

Dayoung swirled her coffee cup, locking eyes with Eunha as she spoke icily.

“Besides, even if it’s the off-season, isn’t hanging around like this a bother to unnie and her team?”

Dayoung’s words, colder than the ice in her coffee, made Eunha chuckle softly.

“Oh my! A mere streamer, you say? Is that really what you think when looking at Sehee unnie? Or… are you just calling her a ‘nobody’?”

“Forming, the general gaming streamer. She was popular for a while before vanishing, then fell to obscurity after her return. From what I can see, your unnie owes her a lot. Maybe it’s your side that’s been leeching off her.”

“Say that again…”

“Alright, alright, let’s stop. Dayoung, Eunha, we didn’t gather here to fight, right?”

Not wanting to fuel any more drama around Friede’s broadcasts, Sehee quickly intervened to mediate.

If things escalated any further, they might end up flipping over the café tables.

[Kekeke, these lunatics are so entertaining. This is pure gold. Absolute chaos!]

Dayoung clenched her fists in silent rage at Eunha’s rebuttal and Pepe’s ridiculous commentary.

She couldn’t deal with Eunha right now, let alone punish Pepe for his antics, due to the situation’s public nature.

But still…

‘Since unnie told me to stop.’

Dayoung begrudgingly backed off.

“Ending it here would be a waste, and we’ve got time to kill. Since we’re all here, why don’t we…”

Sehee trailed off with a playful smile.


“Have a match?”

The other three tilted their heads in unison.

‘A match?’

‘What kind of match?’



 
  Chapter 90: Getting close requires bumping into each other


“To truly become close, people must bump into each other and play. Not the physical kind of bumping into, but spending time together, doing this and that. When you hang out together, you start to figure out boundaries and dynamics. What’s the best way to play together? The answer is simple, isn’t it? Playing a game together!”

“Should we go to a multi-room?”

“Multi-room?”

“Yeah, they’re pretty good these days. Even though full virtual reality is too much, they have almost everything else you’d want.”

Maybe it was because we had already walked around the shopping mall and drawn enough attention.

Honestly, we needed a quiet place where we could play without being disturbed. 

The added bonus was the variety of things to enjoy there.

“Um…”

At that moment, Ajin raised her hand hesitantly.

“I, I’ve never been to a multi-room before… I’ve only heard about them… Is it, um…”

Her usual hesitant nature was apparent, but her face was now uniquely flushed red like a ripe persimmon.

As our eyes turned to her, she lowered her head and murmured in a barely audible whisper, “Aren’t they, um, places for… inappropriate things?”

‘Ah, Ajin, you poor innocent thing…’

A genuine, sorrowful sigh echoed in my mind.

Yeah, even I had to admit that her words were quite problematic, and I couldn’t help but nod.

“Whether it’s a PC café, karaoke room, or multi-room, it’s how people use them that’s the problem. Honestly, there’s a lot of fun stuff there. Wanna give it a try?”

“If, if you’re okay with it, then…”

One down.

I turned to Dayoung and Eunha. They both nodded as well.

When I looked it up, there happened to be a decent multi-room nearby.

***

“Welcome! How many people—”

The part-timer at the counter froze mid-sentence as their gaze landed on us, their initial indifferent greeting abruptly cut off.

Well, I was used to it by now.

“Four people. Do you have a full-option room?”

“Uh, y-yes. You can go to Room 10. If you need anything, you can… find it inside…”

The overly detailed explanation made me want to cut the interaction short.

As we walked away, Dayoung leaned in and whispered in my ear, “…Good thing you wore sunglasses.”

I nodded at her remark.

The sunglasses I’d bought on a whim had proven their worth more than once recently.

Sure, my face had already been seen plenty of times in the shopping mall, but the difference between being a passing face and directly engaging with someone was huge.

That part-timer’s overly intense gaze on the back of my head was enough proof.

If they’d seen my bare face, who knows what kind of commotion they’d cause?

They might even be posting about this experience in some online community right now.

“I always prepare a hat and tinted glasses when I go out. By the way, you haven’t revealed your face yet, have you? You should be ready when you do.”

Eunha chimed in from beside me.

As a well-known figure herself, she said she often got recognized when out with her bare face.

Though not a celebrity, she was a top-tier female pro-gamer, which was rare enough to draw attention.

To avoid such inconveniences, she always wore a cap. 

It was a smart move.

If Eunha’s identity as Lotus were revealed, it wouldn’t just affect her—it could even expose Dayoung and me as Freeday members.

The online communities had already made the connection between Lotus and a blonde woman.

***

“Wow, it’s spacious.”

Ajin exclaimed in admiration as she stepped into the room, claiming the first impression.

I glanced around and silently agreed.

The room seemed pricey, but it was worth it.

Honestly, I was getting a little excited.

A private place with plenty of things to do—it was like a dream hideout.

“Unni, what should we do first? A game? Karaoke?”

Eunha asked nonchalantly, glancing around.

I smiled softly.

***

“Hey, eleven o’clock! The tank!”

“Can’t support right now. Headed to five o’clock.”

“Damn it, just hold them off, and let’s take the center!”

“Got it!”

The rapid clicks of mice and the relentless pounding of keyboards filled the room rhythmically.

The two of them were practically glued to the monitors, barking orders at each other, fully immersed in the game.

Watching their intense focus and animated coordination was entertaining in its own right.

“Those two… they match surprisingly well.”

“Right? Their chemistry isn’t bad, is it?”

“Um, I-I wouldn’t say it’s perfect, but… it’s not bad, I guess?”

Both Dayoung and Eunha were highly competitive.

Now, with bloodshot eyes, they poured all their energy into the game, throwing themselves fully into the goal of winning.

Ajin, sipping her drink and clutching my arm tightly, seemed to notice this dynamic.

“Why are only the two of them playing while we’re just watching?” you might ask.

Well, the reason was simple.

***

“Ah, 2v2 is so intense!”

“Stop complaining and focus on defending!”

“Why don’t you finish their base at three o’clock already?”

Their fierce determination, endless grumbling, and complaints about the lack of players were all part of their charm.

Ajin and I had retired midway, leaving the two of them battling fiercely in a 2v2 standoff.

The reason they were struggling so much was simple.

“Why do hero units keep spawning out of nowhere?”

“Even after gathering resources, we’re still getting pushed back. This is insane.”

It turned out that the map was a cheat map—specifically rigged for the enemy team’s position.

“I know how to play this game. It’s the one where one of the great seniors from our team reached the top. I even got some personal lessons from them before.”

“I watched you stream this game a few times, so I know the basics.”

“Wait, what? Am I the only total newbie here?”

It was surprising to realize that everyone but Ajin had prior experience with the game.

At first, I gave them a puzzled look but eventually nodded in agreement.

Stellar Craft.

Playing Stellar Craft in a multi-room was funny in itself, but it felt like a decent way to warm up.

There’s nothing better than playing a team game that bridges the gap between old and new classics.

We did consider legendary matches, but back in my world, this wasn’t exactly considered an old game—it was still pretty mainstream.

Naturally, our attention shifted to this game.

Since it was a team game, having one newbie didn’t matter. 

While browsing for suitable rooms, I decided against matchmaking due to a bad experience with toxic lobbies in the past.

[4v4 Hellfire Hunter – Only heroes who can defeat demons allowed]

The room title was quite provocative.

With “Hellfire” and “heroes” in the title, how could I, a literal hero, not choose it?

“Should we go with this room?”

“Hunter, huh? Sounds good. It’s a 4-player duo setup anyway.”

“But doesn’t the map look a bit weird?”

“Well, it’s an old game. Maybe someone just swapped the skin.”

The original Hunter map was divided by green terrain and water.

However, the map before us looked like a fiery hellscape of molten lava, perfectly matching the room title.

Since the layout was identical to the original Hunter map, I naively thought there wouldn’t be any issues.

It wasn’t until much later that I realized how unpredictable things could get in a game that had been out for over 30 years.

***

“Ah, it’s over, unni.”

“Huh? Already?”

While I had been lost in thought, Dayoung and Eunha had clinched victory with their final push.

[Lotus: Old guys can’t even… use their fingers?]

[Forming: Using a cheat map and still losing, LOL]

[Ashtray: I lost because I went to grab pizza.]

[Analyzer: Trying so hard to win… pathetic losers.]

[iiiiiiiii: Damn, they stole my base.]

[Jukbbang: Preparing a second-tier map. Come at me.]

[Forming: They lose on a cheat map. So boring. Just leave, losers ^^]

[Lotus: Sure, go play amongst yourselves. I’m out.]

The enemy team’s shamelessness, complaining despite using a cheat map, was astounding.

Still, a win was a win.

The victory screen finally appeared, taking up the entire monitor.

“Whew!”

“Ahh!”

Everyone slumped back in their chairs, letting out deep sighs of relief.

“All their resources were infinite, and ours randomly disappeared. How were we supposed to win? And what was with the weird magic effects on the map? They were blinding.”

“Whoever came up with the idea of filling the map with neutral animals to block building placements—I’d like to have a word with them.”

“Let’s not forget how they ambushed Ajin through a hidden path only they knew. That was hilarious.”

“Se-hee unni got overwhelmed by their hero units too. We’re lucky we managed to take out half of them. Otherwise, we would’ve been crushed.”

“Right?”

“Exactly.”

In terms of efficiency, this round felt like a bad deal.

It took up a lot of time and drained us mentally.

“But still…”

“A win is a win.”

If you lose, you blame others. 

But if you win, everything becomes lighthearted and friendly.

As their gazes met, they chuckled softly.

***

When we left the multi-room, the city lights shimmered like heatwaves in the night.

It was already 9 p.m. after a chaotic day of fun.

We’d even ordered dinner to the room, played board games, sang karaoke, and tried out everything we could.

It was safe to say we had an eventful day.

Eunha had to leave early to return to her dorm.

Eventually, we all had to go our separate ways.

But before we parted, Dayoung’s actions left a strong impression.

“Uh, wait a second.”

“Hmm?”

Eunha turned around at Dayoung’s call just as she was about to leave.

Looking at Eunha, who was ready to give a simple goodbye, Dayoung scratched her cheek and spoke hesitantly in a subdued voice.

“Um… Sorry. For being so harsh at first. I wanted to apologize.”

Eunha blinked a few times in surprise before breaking into a soft laugh.

“It’s okay. I wasn’t any better. I’m sorry too.”

“Good luck with the next season. I’ll be cheering for you.”

“Thanks. Let’s do a joint stream together sometime, okay? It was fun hanging out with everyone, including Ajin.”

“Oh, uh, sure. If you need any editing done, feel free to email me.”

I ruffled Ajin’s hair as she continued her networking even at this moment.

“Thanks for today. I had a great time.”

“If you’re that grateful, get your rank up and duo with me sometime.”

“Guess I’ll have to. The preseason’s coming up soon, so let’s aim for the top.”

“Looks like Chan-hyuk’s in for a surprise. Same for me, though. See you later!”

With a wave, Eunha disappeared into the distance.

We also headed our separate ways, eventually walking down a quiet alley together, just Dayoung and me.

“Unni… I’m sorry too.”

“Hm?”

“I was being petty and ruined the mood.”

“Yeah, why did you act so cranky back then?”

As I teased her and ruffled her hair, Dayoung flinched and protested.

“Cranky? What are you talking about?!”

Her flushed ears and pouty expression were undeniably cute.

Without saying another word, I continued patting her head.

“You know…”

“Hm?”


“When I first met you, I thought I wouldn’t care no matter what you did. But…”

“But?”

Glancing at me, Dayoung murmured softly, almost confessing.

“After the tournament, when I saw you dancing with Eunha… I couldn’t help but feel jealous.”



 
  Chapter 91: A Gloomy Confession


“I couldn’t help but feel jealous.”

[Yeah~. What’s there to be jealous about? Are you gay, Dayoung?]

The sudden comment from Pepe echoed in Dayoung’s mind, and she gasped, quickly covering her mouth.

‘Oh no, what did I just say!’

‘I need to fix this first…’

“Is that what you’re jealous of?”

Her sister’s voice, filled with confusion, made Dayoung shrink instinctively.

‘She’ll hate me, won’t she?’

Well, who would like someone who causes trouble just because they danced with someone else?

It’s not even an issue because we’re both women. 

‘If she questions why I’m overreacting, I wouldn’t even have an answer.’

‘Why am I putting myself through this agony, openly admitting to such petty jealousy?’

At that moment, a cool hand rested on Dayoung’s forehead, halting her chaotic thoughts instantly.

“Dayoung, are you okay?”

Their eyes met, her sister’s gaze filled with worry.

Their foreheads touched, her sister’s cool one against hers.

“You have a slight fever.”

Had she overdone it today? Looking at her sister, who worried for her with a gentle voice, a fiery emotion surged within Dayoung.

She was the only one who knew this woman used to be a man, the only one aware she wasn’t just an ordinary woman.

‘She used to be a man.’

This absurd reasoning made her think it was okay if it was her.

The arrogance that only she, who knew the truth, could stay by her sister’s side.

Such gloomy feelings swirled within her endlessly.

‘I… I just…’

Dayoung swallowed the lump in her throat along with her thoughts and took a step back.

Sehee, realizing that it wasn’t just a simple reaction, tilted her head slightly. 

Her face lost all expression as she gazed at Dayoung.

Her pair of sapphire-like blue eyes, which once sparkled with life, now seemed eerily devoid of color, like a lifeless machine.

“Could it be…”

“Do you like me?”

“What?”

For a moment, Dayoung felt as if time had frozen.

“Do you really like me?”

“Ah, no… Why are you suddenly saying something like that?”

As Dayoung stepped back again, Sehee, standing still, spoke calmly but firmly.

“When you came to my house before, you said something similar. What was it again?”

“Yeah, our Dayoung-gay said she might even hit on you, bitch Sehee.”

“Ah, right, that’s it. You remember too?”

“Tch, how could I forget?”

“What? Wh-what?”

‘How does she know that?’

As Sehee nodded in agreement with Pepe’s comment, Dayoung’s pupils shook wildly. 

Then, a soft touch landed on her head.

Sehee was gently patting her.

Even with such an emotionless expression, she could still do something like this.

Her behavior was so different, so alien, that it felt as though she was displaying a side of herself as a hero from another world.

Unaware of Dayoung’s inner turmoil, Sehee continued speaking.

“If I weren’t a clueless male protagonist in some novel, I’d notice when someone confesses in such an obvious way, even if they try to run away after. If I’m wrong, I’ll apologize.”

“Ah, um… That is…”

It was as if her deepest, darkest secret had been exposed.

It was such an unbearable situation that Dayoung wanted to crawl into a hole and hide, but she forced herself to endure it.

Twisting her body in embarrassment, Dayoung eventually raised her head to look at Sehee directly.

Under the moonlight, her sister’s white porcelain-like skin, blue eyes, golden hair that seemed woven from threads of sunlight, and her perfectly sculpted features exuded a beauty beyond compare.

If the moon goddess Artemis, as described in myth, were to exist, she would look exactly like her sister right now.

As if guided by a winter wind flowing in silver streaks, Sehee’s golden hair danced in the air. 

Dayoung stared at her, mesmerized, realizing why she couldn’t deny her feelings.

“Yes.”

A small, bird-like nod and response were all Dayoung could muster.

Even at Dayoung’s timid confession, Sehee remained silent.

That silence weighed heavily on her, making Dayoung wonder if her sister despised her.

“I… I understand if you think I’m strange. But… the fact that you used to be a man keeps replaying in my mind, and my feelings started changing without me even realizing it. Even though you look like a woman now, I can’t help but think about it… And so… It made me jealous, seeing you dancing with Yeonlotus like that!”

Dayoung’s words tumbled out like an uncontrolled burst, a desperate attempt to suppress the trembling in her heart.

“I’m Yongsa! I know more of your secrets than Ajin does, and I’ve been with you longer. What do I lack compared to some pro gamer?”

‘Ah, what am I even saying?’

Afraid that her relationship with Sehee might crumble entirely, Dayoung clung desperately to her reasoning, trying to justify herself.

Her behavior, almost pitiable in its earnestness, was heart-wrenching.

“Haa… Haa…”

Her heated torrent of words finally came to an end.

As if she’d expelled every thought from her mind, all that remained was an emptiness, leaving her feeling utterly drained.

Her vision began to darken, not because she had closed her eyes, but as if she were blacking out.

‘What’s happening? My mind is clear, but why…’

‘Could I really be experiencing sleep paralysis while standing?’

“Ah…”

At that moment, a soft sensation on her hand brought Dayoung back to her senses, like sunlight slipping between her eyelids while half-asleep, reigniting her dulled thoughts.

When she snapped back to reality, she saw Sehee standing before her, holding her hand.

“Thank you… for liking me.”

Dayoung’s heart sank at the sight of Sehee, who had returned to her usual self, no longer wearing an emotionless expression.

‘Was this a fleeting realization of the impossible fantasy she had buried deep in her heart?’ The thought sent a short but intense shiver down her spine.

But…

“I’m sorry.”

Of course, it was nothing more than wishful thinking.

“I don’t mean to sound harsh, but I don’t have any intention of liking anyone.”

“…What?”

“I’ve been in this body for a long time, but it wasn’t until I returned to Earth that I began living among others. At first, I was all over the place. But as I gradually interacted with people, talked, and spent time with them, I came to understand something.”

Although her tone was soft and gentle, Sehee’s words carried a distinct weight.

“I’ll never love anyone, man or woman, as a romantic partner.”

Her gentle rejection felt warm, yet the distance it created felt immense.

Dayoung’s body trembled as the kind yet firm words reached her.

So, this is how it ends.

‘Well, this is the right outcome, isn’t it?’

A wave of shame washed over her.

Not only had her confession failed, but it had been nothing more than a grotesque display of her own twisted desires.

Unable to bear looking at her sister’s face, she wished she could run away on the spot.

Then, suddenly—

-Whoosh-

“…What?”

Dayoung was pulled into Sehee’s warm embrace, like a baby bird being sheltered in a nest. 

Her mind went blank as Sehee spoke with a smile.

“Where do you think you’re going?”

‘No, this isn’t right. I want to run away.’

Even as she cried out internally, her thoughts were nothing more than an empty echo.

Her strength left her body, and instead, she found herself sinking deeper into Sehee’s arms.

‘Who wouldn’t feel their heart and mind melt away when held like this?’

As time passed…

“I’ve been thinking about something lately.”

Sehee’s voice flowed like a melody under a sky adorned with stars and the moon.

“I wonder if I have a new mission.”

“A mission?”

“Yes. If I had to describe it…”

Sehee looked up at the starry sky, her voice steady.

“A mission to protect all of you, the heroes who have fulfilled their duties.”

Being the only one who remained whole as a hero, having fared better than the others—it all felt like it had been assigned to her for this purpose.

The ample time she had outside of her streaming hours left her with plenty of moments for reflection.

Perhaps even her possessiveness, the desire to gather the other heroes, stemmed from this mission.

Without realizing it, she might have been guided by an instinct to rescue and safeguard other heroes.

Of course, this could all be her own delusion.

What was undeniable, though, was how her actions upon returning to Earth starkly contrasted with the ones she would have taken before being summoned to the other world.

“Maybe the reason you’re drawn to me isn’t pure affection, but a desire to lean on a hero. Heroes are beings that others instinctively rely on.”

“Th-that’s not…”

Dayoung wanted to deny it, but the calmness in Sehee’s words silenced her.

“Instead of seeking someone to depend on, you should find someone you want to move forward with—someone amazing. I believe you can do it, Dayoung.”

***

Finally, as a person named Ji Sehee, rather than as a hero, she gave her sincere encouragement.

“Do your best in your streaming career.”

“…Sniff, sob!”

Dayoung wanted to say thank you, but the words wouldn’t come out.

Her quiet sobs, muffled against Sehee’s chest, resonated softly between them.

How much time passed, neither of them could tell.

When Dayoung’s emotions had calmed, she finally managed to steady her trembling voice.

“You know…”

“Hm?”

“It’s so sad… that you don’t have anyone you love.”

Dayoung stepped back from Sehee’s embrace but didn’t look away.

“You’re going to protect me, Ajin, and all the other heroes you’ll meet in the future. But there’s no one to take care of you.”

“That’s what breaks my heart. That I can’t be the one to fill that role. So…”

Wiping the tears from her eyes, Dayoung looked at Sehee with red, swollen eyes, shining with determination.

“I hope there’s someone out there who can take care of you.”

Taking a deep breath, she steadied her racing heart.

“Maybe.”

Sehee closed her eyes, as if savoring the flow of emotions, and spoke calmly.

“I’ll take my time to find them.”

The smile on her face shone brighter than any Dayoung had ever seen.

“Yeah, let’s look for them together.”

***

From a crack in her bag, Pepe popped out, fluttering around as tears pooled in its large eyes.


“Damn you, what a drama! It was so touching that I cried my heart out in all four directions!”

Blowing its nose loudly into a handkerchief it had pulled out of nowhere, Pepe’s theatrics were amusingly absurd.

For once, there was no punishment for its antics.

Instead, both Sehee and Dayoung burst into laughter.



 
  Chapter 92: After-party broadcast


Late night.

With the room’s lights turned off, I leaned against the couch cushion, relying on the faint, pitiful glow of the moon and stars.

The absence of light in the room didn’t inspire an unknown fear of the mysterious but instead evoked a dreamy sweetness.

In short, it was the perfect moment for a drink.

-Gulp, gulp.

The smoothness of beer sliding down my throat had never felt so satisfying.

It was a moment of relaxation for both body and mind after a long day at work.

Ah, there were so many events today.

It’s been such a long time since I had this much fun, so it’s no wonder I feel completely drained.

Well, considering how my body changed, it was my first time playing this hard.

“Not bad.”

I muttered to myself, gazing blankly into the void of the empty room.

The comment was brief and straightforward, perfectly matching the mood.

The process of filling a life that once felt utterly hollow was, surprisingly, thrilling.

Today was filled with all sorts of things, ‘but in the end, didn’t I tie everything up neatly?’

My relationships with Dayoung and Eunha—both seemed to have progressed like fitting pieces into a puzzle.

It felt like an engaging experience, piece by piece.

Maybe that’s why I didn’t want to let this feeling of satisfaction fade away.

Wanting to prolong this mood a little more, I suddenly felt the urge to stream and got up from my seat.

Normally, today would’ve been a day off. 

My next scheduled stream wasn’t for two more days.

This was a truly spontaneous decision.

As I imagined the surprise reactions of viewers lighting up the chat, I prepared to step into my virtual reality capsule.

***

‘Ah, right.’

I realized something important.

The beer can in my hand, still half-full and heavy, made a sloshing sound as I moved.

‘You can’t drink alcohol in virtual reality.’

Drinking and streaming—those two things were inseparable tonight.

‘Should I just use the computer instead?’ No, I wanted to keep this relaxed vibe.

I didn’t feel like putting on the VR headset just to stream.

Caught in a Bermuda Triangle between the couch, the computer, and the VR capsule, I ended up pacing back and forth in indecision.

If this scene were captured on camera, I’d probably laugh myself silly watching it later.

But right now, I wasn’t laughing.

I was annoyed at my inability to reach a clear conclusion.

Isn’t there always that one situation where you agonize over trivial choices until you feel like you’re going to explode?

After wandering and contemplating for a while, I clicked my tongue in frustration and burrowed back into the couch.

“So annoying.”

The lingering regret echoed in my heart as I muttered quietly to myself.

‘If only I had just done a face reveal, I wouldn’t be agonizing over this right now.’

Initially, I planned to gradually build interest step by step, culminating in a grand face reveal.

But now, I found myself tempted to just throw everything aside and do whatever felt easy.

‘Why bother building up more hype when I’m already famous as a streamer specializing in Soul Warfare?’

“Should I just go for it?”

‘Or not.’

‘Should I? Or not.’

‘Go for it? Or not.’

‘It’d be nice if I at least had some flowers here.’

I absentmindedly shook the mischievous beer can in my hand, listening to the liquid inside slosh louder and louder.

When a few drops splashed onto my face, a wry smile crept onto my lips.

‘What am I even doing?’

“I’ve lost it, haven’t I?”

As beer trickled down my face, past my lips, I instinctively licked it off.

Maybe it was the light makeup I’d done earlier while shopping, but the faint mix of cosmetics and beer created a shocking taste that jolted me awake.

Grumbling about the peculiar way I was sobering up, I threw the now-empty beer can towards the recycling bin.

-Thunk!

-Roll, roll.

The can missed the bin, clattering to the floor and rolling away.

It was as if the can mocked my current state—utterly pathetic yet strangely moving.

I couldn’t even muster the will to pick it up.

‘Whatever. Tomorrow’s me can deal with it.’

The smallest act of rebellion I could manage was dragging my sluggish self into the VR capsule.

“Let’s just stream.”

The dark hours of dawn had passed into a damp and eerie midnight.

The restless ghosts of Switch’s nocturnal crowd, devoid of a routine, roamed the channels with even greater vigor during this time.

The STK tournament had ended several days ago, and with no more juicy drama to chew on, these ghosts were desperate for a new feast.

Having already tasted the large-scale excitement of the tournament, they found it hard to settle for petty streamer drama or meaningless bickering.

At precisely 2 a.m., when the night was at its deepest, a massive bait appeared unexpectedly to satisfy their insatiable hunger.

***

[Friede777’s stream has started.]

A familiar notification sound accompanied by an unexpected message.

The weary ghosts, whose eyelids had begun to droop with the onset of sleep, were suddenly wide awake.

And it wasn’t just the usual ghosts.

Among those who had subscribed to Friede’s channel with notifications enabled, there were viewers who happened to be awake due to studies, work, or hobbies.

What ensued was a massive migration of viewers to Friede’s channel, an unprecedented event for this late hour.

The seemingly boundless gates of Friede’s streaming channel on the internet struggled to keep up with the incoming flood of viewers.

“Hello, everyone. Long time no see. How have you all been?”

The smooth, elegant, and calming voice greeted them, causing a silent cheer to erupt.

[What an honor to see you at such an ungodly hour!]

[Friede! Godde! Queen-de! King-de! Legend-de!]

[The guy above me is so chaotic, lol.]

[I’m Friede’s number one fan from the tournament. I swear it!]

[Stop spamming, you lunatics!]

[I knew it! I didn’t believe the hiatus announcement. I trusted you would return sooner. ㅠㅠ]

[This kind of betrayal is actually wonderful. Just this once, though.]

[Friede, please tell us about the dance with Lotus!]

It was chaos at its peak.

This surprise stream, started without any warning or hints, threw everyone into a frenzy.

What appeared on their screens was Friede’s familiar and luxurious MS Room.

However, tonight it exuded a different vibe.

Perhaps some settings had been adjusted beforehand for this surprise event.

The normally dazzling lights of the MS Room were dimmed, replaced by the soft glow of moonlight and starlight streaming through the window.

The scene had a dreamy, ethereal quality.

Standing in the midst of this mystical atmosphere, Friede waved gracefully, clad in stunning armor.

‘Who could possibly resist her charm in such a setting?’

For these viewers, it was like rain pouring onto parched land, and their reactions grew ever more enthusiastic.

***

[Support from ZiegGarterbelt: 100,000 won!
—Congratulations on your victory]

“Thank you, Zieg. I owe it to everyone’s support that I managed to win.”

[Are you going to play Soul Warfare today, Friede?]

[Hey, don’t be clueless! She should talk about the tournament first!]

[Support from MidirEatsFriede: 400,000 won!
—Friede! Please tell us about Lotus and the tournament stories too!]

“Ah, thank you for the support, Midir. To be honest, this stream is pretty spontaneous. I was just bored and couldn’t sleep.”

Friede smiled faintly, her soft red lips reflecting the faint starlight as she spoke.

“Let’s take some time to chat.”

[Whoa, chatting with us? This is rare!]

[Friede, you’re spoiling us. ㅠㅠ So heartwarming!]

[Start with the tournament stories, please!]

[Support from Kimkkettulakku: 50,000 won!
—Friede, who was the toughest opponent in the tournament?]

The first question was an easy one.

She didn’t have to think deeply about it since the answer was both subjective and objective.

“Lotus was the hardest opponent. It really made me think, ‘This is what sets professional players apart.’”

[And yet, Friede demolished Lotus 3–0. Legendary.]

[Sure, but Lotus wasn’t bad. They just had bad luck with their broken greatsword in the second set, lol.]

The conversation flowed smoothly from there.

Friede talked about her choice of a dual-wielding rapid-fire crossbow as a homage to Forming’s revenge.

She described her feelings when she eliminated Haldir in the qualifiers with a single blow from the Thorn Spear.

***

[Support from yaSergei: 200,000 won!
—Which would you choose: the Radiant Holy Sword or Lantern’s Blade?]

“Personally, I’d go with the Holy Sword. It suits my playstyle better. The Lantern’s Blade is good too, but for one-hit kills, nothing beats the Holy Sword.”

She paused deliberately, letting the chat’s curiosity and impatience build up.

After a minute, she continued.

“My next goal is to climb to Challenger rank 1. And I’ll do it with the Holy Sword.”

[Whoa?! For real?!]

[Big announcement!]

[Are we finally ditching the broken greatsword for a proper weapon?]

“Honestly, it’s nothing more than aesthetics for me. I just think it looks cool.”

Avoiding unnecessary drama about Lotus, she left it at that.

Her declaration to aim for the top stirred excitement in the chat.

***

[Support from SweetGuy: 1,000,000 won!
—Friede, was that you dancing with Lotus in the vlog? Did you reveal your face to Lotus? Please tell us!]

“Wow, SweetGuy, that’s a big donation. I’ll spend it on chicken for everyone.”

[What a guy, SweetGuy!]

[This is why he’s a top supporter, lol.]


“Anyway, about that vlog… yes, that was me. I danced with Lotus, and I did show my face to Lotus during that moment.”

Her simple confession silenced the chat for a moment, freezing it in time.

The normally lively chat became eerily still, a rare sight indeed.

This surprise midnight stream of Friede’s had already burned too brightly and abruptly exploded, leaving only a silent, peaceful aftermath.



 
  Chapter 93: Resolution?


Friede’s confession that she had only revealed her face to a few acquaintances caused a huge stir.

While most fans exhaled hot breaths of excitement toward her, not all of them were overflowing with pure fandom.

Some with malicious intent used this as an opportunity to stir up trouble, further exacerbating the situation.

Friede’s admission, that she naturally revealed her face while meeting privately with Lotus and Forming, gave these instigators more than enough motivation to act.

***

[Friede, the Reason She Only Revealed Her Face to Certain Acquaintances: FACTS]
Author: 00

“What else? It’s because her face is hideous. If she were confident in her looks, she’d show it everywhere, making her fans lose control and catapulting her already rising popularity to the stars.

“But only showing it to acquaintances? That screams lack of confidence. She probably looks like a hybrid of an ogre and an orc.”

“Don’t get your hopes up, fans. Ha!”

***

[NunaDevourer: What nonsense. Have you seen Friede’s facial contours? Unless her features are completely wrecked, she’s above average.]

[Loo: Then why doesn’t she reveal her face? Don’t tell me it’s for privacy. These days, most streamers reveal their faces in the virtual world.]

[hope5555: She must have her reasons. Just because everyone else does it doesn’t mean she has to as well.]

[Loo: Ha! Keep deluding yourself. Disgusting, isn’t it?]

***

It began as one of those ordinary, attention-seeking posts no one cared about.

But instead of fading into irrelevance, it gained unexpected traction and became the most discussed post on Friede’s panel board.

Soon after, similar posts began to flood the board, turning it into a battleground over Friede’s face reveal.

Under normal circumstances, such a topic would have been quickly subdued and forgotten. 

However, this time, it was as if the flames were fed with fuel and combustibles, intensifying the situation.

The root cause? Jealousy sparked by the revelation that Friede had shown her face to Lotus and Forming, a reality that fueled unnecessary envy in many hearts.

***

The sudden storm of late-night broadcasts and heated discussions turned the panel into chaos.

The person most affected by this unexpected situation was none other than Ajin.

“Eh?”

Awoken by the sudden notification of Friede’s live broadcast and the chaos in the chat and forums, Ajin rubbed her eyes and groggily tuned into the stream.

As the atmosphere grew increasingly heated over the face reveal, it became clear that this was no ordinary night.

Despite her efforts to manage the panel and calm the storm, the sheer volume of posts overwhelmed her.

***

[KimKkaettoLakku: Why hasn’t Friede shown her face to us? Did she really reveal it to Lotus and Forming? Why does she cherish them more than us? We want to feel special too! Show us your face already, or do you enjoy driving us crazy?]

[Dominator: There are lots of people recently mocking Friede, calling her a pimple-faced pig or a skinny shrimp. It’s so frustrating!]

[ZekeGarterBelt: This has been a topic for ages. If Friede doesn’t reveal her face, people will keep talking.]

[Hope5555: I agree… This situation is exhausting. The board is falling apart.]

[YaSergei: I feel like Friede’s having fun watching this chaos. It’s about time she stops.]

***

When a panel or comment section reaches this level of disarray, it’s only natural for people to grow tired and annoyed.

This was precisely the outcome those causing the commotion wanted.

Amid the chaos, one individual suddenly appeared like a knight on a white horse and posted a bold declaration.

***

[SweetHanNam: Sigh… I’ll take the initiative. As Friede’s dedicated fan… I’ll organize an event to resolve this mess. Just trust me…]

[BbaebbaeJwa: Approved.]

[SweetHanNam: Confirmed.]

[IlKwangSoSword: What kind of nonsense is this, you lunatics?]

[KimKkaettoLakku: Ha! These guys are such characters. Hilarious and endearing.]

[NunaDevourer: These two are the rising stars of the fan community. Haha!]

[LAmpadu: Whatever. You’re all just basement dwellers. Do what you want and sweat it out.]

***

‘What’s the charm of late-night broadcasts?’

‘Is it the quiet time to chat with viewers?’

‘The freedom to game while everyone else sleeps?’

‘For me, if I had to pick, it would be…’

“Complete overnight streams.”

After turning off the broadcast and stepping out of the capsule, I opened the door and walked onto the balcony.

The streets bustled with people already moving early to welcome the new morning, brimming with energy like sprouting buds.

And in the distance, the light of dawn was rising.

“Oh, wow!”

A sense of accomplishment made me shiver as I faced the morning sunlight. 

To calm my trembling body, I stretched with all my might.

Even though my body felt weary, and my eyelids heavy from exhaustion, the sight of the rising sun ahead brought a special kind of satisfaction.

‘It feels like salvation for a weary soul,’ I thought, savoring the moment.

Though a hero shouldn’t feel this fatigued from a mere all-nighter, I didn’t bother to chase away the dark circles clouding my eyes like storm clouds. 

It was a trivial whim—at least for now, I wanted to exist in this moment as an ordinary person.

As I basked in the morning sunlight, a chuckle escaped my lips.

Partly, it was because the fresh sunlight put me in a good mood. 

But mostly, I was reminded of the chat flow from the viewers during the broadcast.

“There are so many people curious about someone else’s face.”

I had wondered before if it really mattered who saw my face, as it was merely a part of my private life.

After all, as a human being, I naturally show my face when I go out. 

I just hadn’t publicly revealed that I am the streamer Friede.

However, their obsession with a face reveal seemed far more intense than I had anticipated.

Feeling curious, I took out my smartphone.

***

[Message from Ajin: “Unnie ㅠ^ㅠ I’m sorry… The enemies are too strong! Boohoo.”]

Ajin’s message, sent midway, was filled with regret and frustration, lamenting her inability to handle everything.

An unexpected surprise broadcast always ends up tiring the people who work with me.

Because of me, she had to stay up all night, watch the stream, and focus on managing the forum.

‘I made her go through unnecessary trouble,’ I thought, deciding to send her a gift later.

Out of curiosity and with the mindset of someone peeking at a fire in the next village, I tapped the link to the forum, wondering just how chaotic it had become for Ajin to send such a message.

And then…

“Wow, this is…”

The forum was flooded with countless posts.

Every time I clicked refresh, it became clear that new posts were appearing faster than the ones being deleted.

It had reached the point where portals to other websites and communities were opening, turning the place into a chaotic battlefield—a spectacle of absurdity.

‘I underestimated their excessive free time,’ I realized.

***

Most of the posts were crude and repetitive.

But if you summarized them, they all boiled down to one thing:

“Friede, reveal your face already. We need to see if you’re beautiful or not.”

It was a mix of childish curiosity and the insidious desires of adults.

‘I can’t hold this off any longer,’ I thought.

After all, you can’t divide a face into shares to reveal it piece by piece.

At first, I had subtly teased viewers by dropping small hints or showing parts of my face, partly for fun and partly to gain attention.

But from their perspective, it seemed the actions only fueled their obsession.

‘It might look ridiculous, throwing tantrums over someone’s face, but what could I do?’ It was the nature of being a streamer.

‘If being a streamer means adapting to this fate, so be it,’ I thought.

‘Honestly, I wasn’t afraid of revealing my face.’

‘Stalkers? If one showed up, I’d just crack their skull.’

Even in my weakened state, with a single swing of my sword, I could split the Pacific from the North Pole to the South Pole, a feat akin to the miracle of Moses.

‘If anyone wanted to stalk me and mess me up, they’d better be prepared to surpass that level of effort.’


“Is it reaching its limit…?”

I muttered the question, but no one answered.

Only the radiant sun rising before me gleamed vividly in my eyes.

It shone as if listening to my worries, as if providing an answer, illuminating the world more brilliantly.



 
  Chapter 94: Broadcast Start


Friede went on another streaming break after her early morning broadcast that day.

It was a true case of mindless seclusion… Even when an angry mob of viewers lit up the message boards with complaints, the broadcast remained silent.

Eventually, the viewers, worn out from their efforts to get a reaction from Friede, shifted their attention elsewhere. 

Instead of her unresponsive channel, they turned to a place that provided more immediate, vivid responses.

And that target was…

***

[LimitZero donated 250,000 won!

—Forming, you said you saw Friede’s face? Is she pretty? What does she look like? Is she blonde?]

“Ah, yes. Thank you for the donation, LimitZero. But I’ve decided to keep quiet about my sister. If you keep this up, I’ll have to ban you.”

[Forming is sweet again today, thanks to Friede.]

[How many times is this now? LOL]

[Are these people even functioning in real life? Please tell me they are.]

[Nope, they’re just leeches sucking their mom’s wallets dry for donations.]

[Hey, stop with the nasty comments. Ugh.]

[Anyway, how was Friede’s face? No photos?]

‘How many times had this happened already?’

The viewers were chattering like jesters, spitting out comments at rapid speed, but ultimately, it boiled down to one thing: their desire to learn something, anything, about Friede—an obsessive, lowly attempt to grasp at her secrets.

‘This is exhausting, seriously.’

‘Should I take a break, too?’

Even though I’d set the donation minimum to 200,000 won, this was already the 14th donation of the day.

Forming grumbled internally as she increased the donation limit to 300,000 won.

Sure, it was sweet in its own way, but the constant chirping about Friede’s face here, there, and everywhere made her frown involuntarily.

At this rate, the stream’s content and even the streamer herself were being consumed by the mood of the crowd.

‘Why do I have to put up with this?’

She asked herself the question, but the answer came easily. 

Because she was the easiest target.

Among the industry figures associated with Friede’s alleged face reveal, there were only three nicknames: Lotus, Forming, and Ajin.

Ajin, being an editor with no contact with the audience, was out of the picture.

Lotus was a franchise star for a prestigious team.

Meanwhile, Forming was just an exposed streamer with no backing—a perfect punching bag for those obsessed with Friede’s face reveal.

Though a strong urge to overturn everything boiled inside her, she couldn’t act on it. 

After all, this was part of the service industry.

“Alright, enough about my sister, Friede! Instead, I’ve got a new game I’d like to try today….”

Since her job was to sell smiles and content to viewers, giving in to impulse wasn’t an option.

‘Fine. Always smile, no matter what.’

A big smile.

***

[TaegukPenguin donated 450,000 won!

—Forming, you bitch. Are you turning into your sister? Stop with those sexyy game jokes and spill what you two did together. That’s the content we want, you clueless idiot.]

To the explosive cry of independence from a hefty donation, Forming silently banned the user.

The banned viewer, who had thrown away 450,000 won in an instant, left a figurative shadow in their wake, and the chat window erupted once more.

[What a savage move! That’s like a colonial officer!]

[Colonial officer? More like a hero fighting capitalism with pure Marxist spirit!]

[Tiananmen Square! It’s Tiananmen!]

[Even the great Friede is defended by her loyal Forming!]

[Then who’s her left-hand protector?]

[Lotus.]

[You crazy old boomers! Get lost already!]

[No way, Friede isn’t some demon queen—she’s a hero!]

Although Forming’s stream wasn’t originally a battleground for fiery clashes, today’s broadcast had turned into a fierce showdown, with everyone clenching their teeth and veins popping.

[No one told you to leak personal info; just give us a vague description, you dumbitch!]

[Forming even matched outfits with Friede once. Highly suspicious, don’t you think?]

[We’re not asking for much—just tell us if she’s a stick with slit eyes or a fat blob with acne!]

Wow. Unbelievable.

Even her long-time viewers seemed subtly hopeful for answers, leaving Forming feeling dizzy.

“Alright, alright. I’ll explain briefly, but that’s it. This is a privacy issue for my sister, okay?”

Massaging her temples, she abandoned the game she’d planned to play and closed her eyes, trying to recall Friede’s appearance.

She was like sunlight, floating high in the distant sky.

The sheer intensity of her beauty made it hard for Forming to focus, so she deliberately tried to concentrate. 

Without doing so, her sister’s stunning appearance would not come to mind clearly.

“Blonde. Really long. It reaches down to her hips.”

[Oh wow, hair long enough to cover her hips!]

[That’s some luscious hair—makes my mouth water.]

[If her hair’s that long, it must be hard to manage. Friede must be pretty determined, huh?]

“Well, anyway, even as a woman, I have to say she’s unbelievably beautiful. That’s all.”

[How beautiful? Come on, just tell us!]

[Give an example of an actress she looks like.]

[Is she the type of beauty that makes you die from cuteness overload?]

“Actress? She’s not someone who can be compared to an actress.”

[Is she as stunning as that one idol from the opening show?]

The blatantly lustful questions made Forming frown as she maintained a vague stance.

She didn’t want to reveal more, but she also didn’t want to downplay Friede’s beauty. 

This ambiguous explanation didn’t satisfy the viewers’ curiosity, and the chat filled with hook and flame emojis. 

Even then, Forming refused to say another word.

Ultimately, Forming’s broadcast ended much earlier than planned, as she could no longer endure the situation.

“Ugh!”

Forming let out a sigh, removed her virtual reality gear, and stretched her neck. 

Sitting nearby, Pepe grinned mischievously as he commented.

“See, Dayoung-gay. This isn’t a festival; it’s a funeral.”

Pepe wore a sly smile as he watched the current situation with great interest.

***

Even after several days, the “Friede Face Reveal” drama showed no signs of dying down. 

No, it was gaining even more momentum, making this the perfect scenario to enjoy with popcorn in hand.

Perhaps feeling the pressure from this excessive fervor, Bitch-Sehee hadn’t streamed since the issue began.

“Nice. It tastes so sweet,” Pepe murmured, savoring the moment.

Bitch-Sehee usually had a specific saying for situations like this.

“Cheers-nu.”

The only regret was not having a beer in hand.

A face reveal… It was undoubtedly a massive topic.

“Dayoung-gay. Shouldn’t you get involved when Bitch-Sehee does her face reveal? You know, piggyback off her momentum?”

“What?”

Dayoung scoffed.

“What was this talk of piggybacking when her sister was doing a face reveal? She had no desire to get involved in some dramatic, soda-filled scenario.”

“Don’t talk nonsense. If you say anything weird to my sister, you’ll get scolded.”

“Don’t worry, Dayoung-gay. Trust is my middle name.”

“Yeah, sure.”

She knew better.

‘Tch,’ she clicked her tongue internally.

This was why Pepe would never make it in the big leagues.

There’s no reason to view connections negatively. 

Mutual support among allies is essential.

‘Did she not realize that Bitch-Sehee’s face reveal stream was an untapped gold mine?’

‘It was frustrating enough to elicit a sigh.’

‘A bouquet isn’t made up of just one flower.’

‘A variety of blooms surrounding the centerpiece makes the central flower stand out even more.’

‘At a time like this, if Dayoung joined the event, Friede would shine, and Dayoung’s presence would also grow. It was the so-called “win-win scenario.”‘

‘The question was how to naturally create content that tied Dayoung to Bitch-Sehee’s face reveal.’

‘If I force it, she’ll refuse a hundred or even a thousand times.’

Taking it more seriously than a fight against the demon king, Pepe’s mind raced until a bolt of inspiration struck like lightning.

“This is the perfect moment to use the strategy of fighting fire with fire.”

An official event could be hosted.

‘Though I’d hate to bring in an uninvited guest along with Dayoung…’

This might be a job for SweetHanNam.

Yeah, nothing in this world is eternal.

No fact can remain hidden forever.

People would surely question why a game streamer, with such skills and looks, was holding back.

Perhaps they’d call it a happy dilemma, the kind only unpopular streamers could dream of.

Still, I found myself sitting at my computer, staring blankly at the monitor.

When the time came, this hesitation would prove useless—a waste of thought.

***

Glancing at the clock, I saw it was 10 p.m.

It was a bit late, but for students, office workers, and anyone who had just wrapped up their day, this was the time to unwind.

Well, except for those stuck in overtime or at cram school—they deserved a moment of silence.

‘Shall we begin?’

Turning on the computer, I deliberately avoided the virtual reality setup. 

Reality was the best way to quell this controversy.

Dragging this out any further would only make things worse.

‘If only I’d handled this with the utmost care earlier.’

No, there was no use in such thoughts now. 

I shook my head.

Unpeeling this onion layer by layer would only exhaust me in the end.

Even if I felt fine now, there’d come a day when I wouldn’t be able to endure it and would spill everything in a fit of rage.


‘In that case… wouldn’t it be better to cleanly reveal everything while I was still in control?’

Adjusting the settings on my streaming channel, I typed out a clear and definitive broadcast title:

[Friede Face Cam]

Broadcast Start.



 
  Chapter 95: The Hero Appears


10:00 PM.

Under the sky where traces of sunlight had completely vanished, the lights emanating from countless buildings replaced the sun’s role. 

It was the time when many people, having wrapped up their day, returned home to spend the last moments of the evening leisurely.

With a “ding,” a familiar notification sound resonated from smartphones, computers, and virtual reality MS rooms. 

Upon checking the Sweetch channel notification, most would have tilted their heads in curiosity.

[The broadcast of Friede has begun.]

‘What’s going on? Does she usually stream at this hour?’

With doubts lingering, they launched the Sweetch channel. 

The slight lag during entry, unusual for a smooth internet experience, scratched at the nerves of the users.

‘Is the server having issues today?’

Brushing aside their unease over the unusual phenomena, they turned their attention to the list of subscribed channels. 

The title of Friede’s broadcast was straightforward yet…

“What?”

It was impactful enough to evoke a stunned, bewildered gasp from everyone.

[Friede Facecam]

‘Had there ever been a title this captivating among the ghosts haunting the Sweetch channels?’ Despite being composed of only five letters, the words carried an irresistible force that compelled anyone to click.

‘Is she finally going to address all the chaos she caused? And the result is… a face reveal?’

Regret surged within. 

‘If I’d known this would happen, I would’ve caused even more chaos earlier.’

No, such thoughts were a luxury now. 

Every second, every millisecond mattered. 

They had to enter the stream faster than anyone else.

Fingers tapped the screen.

Mice clicked.

Entry commands were issued in the virtual reality realm.

In unison, everyone attempted to enter Friede’s stream.

***

[Hey, you jerks, can’t you wait your turn?! My stream’s buffering because of you!]

[Did the Sweetch server crash? Why can’t I get in?]

[This is too cold here, desu. Please let me in faster, desu!]

[Tricked by the facecam bait and miserably failed, huh?]

[Skinny with small eyes or a pimple-faced boar… Choose one!]

[My sister is gorgeous, okay? She’s crazy beautiful, Saber-tier face.]

[Upvote if you think people mocking the streamer’s appearance will regret it big time later, lol.]

[20====]

Since it was 10 PM, the time when Sweetch had the most users, the broadcast title drew in viewers like a swarm of salmon squeezing through a narrow gate. 

Their desperate attempts to join Friede’s stream reeked of a pitiful determination, enough to evoke disdain from onlookers.

Persistently trying to enter, enduring the wait—it was grueling. 

Fortunately, the room didn’t crash due to the excessive queue.

Which meant…

[The great one has descended!]

[Puhahaha!!!]

[Explain yourself.]

[?? Is this the face reveal? What’s going on?]

[Damn it, I trusted you!!]

[Is this the legendary hotspot? Came here after hearing the rumors.]

[Face reveal, face reveal, face reveal, face reveal!]

Some viewers finally broke through the crowd and entered the stream. 

What they saw was surprising—a real-life camera showing Friede in her usual splendid cosplay, fully dressed in armor with a helmet perfectly in place.

Under the soft lighting, Friede’s familiar and impeccable outfit shone as always.

Those who managed to join were visibly disappointed. 

After all, the broadcast title promised a face reveal.

‘Could it be we’ve been tricked again by this deceitful streamer?’

The chat flooded with rapid-fire comments from viewers armed with equal parts expectation and skepticism.

As the broadcast began and more viewers poured in, Friede adjusted her microphone.

For over ten minutes, she had stared blankly ahead without a word, but this was her first gesture.

Was it because she hadn’t finished setting up before starting, or because she deliberately chose not to? No one could tell. 

The sight of her lightly clicking the mouse, typing a few keys, and adjusting the mic and camera was different from her usual self.

The silence was eerie, with tension so thick it made the sound of swallowing seem loud.

At that moment, everyone held their breath.

“Ah, ah. Can you hear me?”

Her first words were in her usual tone. A plain and straightforward greeting, asking if she was audible or simply announcing the start of the stream—like most streamers do.

But unlike her calm introduction, the chat exploded with reactions.

Like a dynamite timer that finally reaches zero, the sudden explosion of reactions was fiercer than ever.

“Wait, calm down. Huh, pointless, isn’t it?”

It made sense. 

After all, the host of a broadcast with a “face reveal” title had finally shown a reaction. 

Friede quickly glanced at her stream settings.

The viewer count was refreshing so fast it was dizzying, like it had a booster attached. 

With so many people gathered, there was no shortage of questions, but Friede didn’t bother responding to each one.

If she tried addressing every comment, she wouldn’t finish even if she talked all night.

Moving her mouse, she reinforced the chat settings with maximum restrictions: donations disabled, followers-only mode, time limits, and chat frequency control.

Even so, the atmosphere burned hotter than in other broadcasts, though at least now it had calmed enough to feel somewhat manageable.

***

-Click.

Friede pushed her chair back slightly. 

The camera installed on her monitor now displayed her fully seated form, along with the chair that had moved backward.

She stared at the monitor for a moment before raising her hands.

Her movements were deliberate, slow enough to feel frustrating but elegant, with not a single tremor in her graceful arms.

Both hands slowly rose to the sides of her helmet, gently touching and lifting it.

-Swish.

Golden hair, spun from sunlight itself, flowed freely into the air.

Despite being pressed under the helmet, her flawless golden locks cascaded like a delicate waterfall.

Underneath, her face was revealed—features rivaling those of a goddess. Her deep blue eyes sparkled like sapphires, radiant and gem-like.

***

When most streamers reveal their faces, they show traces of shyness or awkwardness in their expressions.

But on the face of the woman now before them, there wasn’t a single sign of emotion.

The stream plunged into an eerie stillness, as though sinking into the depths of an abyss.

The chat, which had just been bustling with activity, froze completely. 

Not a single message appeared.

No one typed on their keyboards or touched their devices. They had all been robbed of the will to do anything except stare at her face.

“Does that clear up your doubts?”

The voice that broke the silence wasn’t from the chat but Friede’s own soft and melodic tone.

With a flick, she tossed the helmet aside, far enough out of view that it disappeared from the screen. 

Returning to her original seated position, she spoke in a calm tone.

“Explanation complete.”

The audience, enraptured by her mysterious and ethereal beauty that transcended human appearance, suddenly snapped out of their trance as if waking from a dream.

Her statement became a catalyst.

As if ashamed of their earlier silence, the chat erupted at a terrifying speed.

[Holy crap, this is insane!]

[An… angel?]

[This is Friede?]

[Lol, to the people who called her ugly, RIP.]

[Sis!!!!!! Keep showing your face!!!!!!]

[Wait… I’ve seen her somewhere before?]

[Wasn’t she that girl at the opening event?]

***

“Oh, right. The girl at the opening event everyone keeps mentioning—that was me.”

“Time flies, doesn’t it?”

She never expected to reveal her identity like this after all this time as a streamer.

“I was planning to save this for later, but the atmosphere seemed right, so I started this stream to tie up loose ends. I’ll be wrapping up soon. As for my next stream? Hmm, tomorrow might be difficult. I’ll post a notice later.”

With her confident declaration of ending the stream, the chat exploded in protest, using all the tools they had left to voice their dissatisfaction.

Friede, however, remained calm, nodding as if everything was proceeding as expected.

Such reactions were natural, and even if it had ended quietly, that would have been just as natural.

After all, this broadcast was only intended for the face reveal. 

She had achieved her goal and saw no need to linger any longer.

Responding to a few standout questions from the chat, Friede spoke with an air of composure.

“Yes, I understand how you feel. But I have no desire to continue today. Just as I understand you, I hope you understand me.”

[What the hell! Ending the stream now, seriously?!]

[What’s your name? Where do you live? What are your three sizes? What school did you graduate from? Where were you born? How old are you? Do you have a boyfriend? How many guys do you know? Do you have siblings? Sisters? Younger sisters?]

[I’m serious about marrying you. I’ll email you my resume—please respond after reviewing my credentials.]

[Hey, is your pubic hair gold too?]

Despite the multi-layered restrictions she had placed, the chat seemed to recover its overwhelming chaos.

Even Friede herself tilted her head, puzzled at how the chat managed to maintain such momentum.

‘Oh, I see. This is why.’

Checking Sweetch on her smartphone, she saw her stream prominently featured on the main homepage with her face revealed in the thumbnail.

She had surpassed being just “Friede the Soul Warfare gamer streamer.”

Now, her face alone had drawn the attention of every ghost on Sweetch.

Even triple-layered walls like those of Constantinople couldn’t hold back an army of a million.


268,597 viewers.

A figure that rivaled global tournament streams.

This was the real-time viewer count for Friede’s stream.

That day, Friede set a record for the highest viewership for an individual stream.



 
  Chapter 96: Want to collaborate on a stream?


Broadcasting ended, and for a while, I just stared at the monitor.

Even though the screen had already turned black, giving off nothing but darkness, it felt as if there was something visible in it. 

My eyes must have been completely out of focus.

Revealing my face on stream… If I had to describe how I feel about it? Well, it definitely felt different.

I had thought, ‘What’s the difference? People see my face all the time when I’m out on the streets,’ but there’s a huge gap between being seen outside and being seen on a broadcast.

I can’t help but feel a bit annoyed, as if this might lead to unnecessary trouble. 

Now, when I go out, more people might recognize me and start conversations because they know I’m Friede.

But the water’s already spilled, and there’s no scooping it back. ‘So what can I do?’

“Hah.”

As I thought about it, the current situation struck me as so funny that I couldn’t help but let out a laugh.

‘Ah, this is like a celebrity complex.’

The reality of me getting worked up over how people might recognize me outside was hilarious.

‘Keep it simple. So what if they recognize me?’

‘If I had this face as a regular person, not a hero, I might have been uneasy. In the worst-case scenario, I might’ve even developed anxiety or a panic disorder.’

‘But those are just meaningless hypotheticals.’

‘Say my name.’

‘Yeah, I’m Ji Sehee.’

‘A ridiculously strong hero.’

‘In modern Earth, where there’s no one but me who returned from another world, what’s there to fear? Just act with confidence.’

‘Who knows? Maybe one day, I’ll even do a stream where I come out as a hero.’

‘This is… yeah, think of it as a kind of demonstration.’

‘It’s like a practice run for when I reveal myself later, no matter what happens during the broadcast.’

As I thought of this, a fun idea flashed through my mind, and I got excited.

“Ah, just imagining it is hilarious.”

Getting excited over something like this… It feels like an attack on my pride.

But suddenly, another thought came to me. 

‘If I do a hero coming-out broadcast, what kind of content would follow it?’

‘A hero—someone wielding extraordinary, almost miraculous power. The clearest activity I could pursue with that strength is…’

‘War. Nothing but war.’

‘What if I designed content where I used my hero’s power to reunify the Korean Peninsula?’

‘Breakfast in Pyongyang, lunch in Sinuiju, dinner in Liaodong… something like that?’

‘There would, of course, be criticism about the casualties caused by war, but I could use my ‘non-lethal mode’ function to subdue enemies.’

‘Maybe I could even temporarily awaken Dayoung and Ajin to handle homeland defense while I charge straight through.’

‘I should consider it if the opportunity arises.’

***

That day, the main Soul Warfare community crashed due to excessive traffic.

Right after Friede’s stream ended, it continued throughout the night, only calming down around 8 a.m. as people started preparing for the new day.

Friede’s face spread not only across Soul Warfare communities but also on unrelated websites and forums.

At first, some people mocked the reaction, saying, “What’s the big deal about a streamer showing their face?”

Those who didn’t know who Friede was were confused, wondering, “Who is this person anyway?”

It was a reasonable reaction. 

No matter how famous she was, it was still limited to the Soul Warfare community.

But once Friede’s face was revealed, anyone who saw it would ask:

[Who is this?]

[Where does she stream? What’s her name?]

What followed was a predictable cascade.

A Soul Warfare player, a woman in Challenger tier, with skills surpassing even pro players… the forums were flooded with praise for Friede.

For example:

[She’s so stunning…]

[Is that her bare face?]

[I can’t stop smiling while looking at her. Is it even possible for someone like her to exist in real life?]

[Friede has golden hair… does that mean all her body hair is golden?]

[Screw the haters insulting Friede’s looks. They should just disappear!]

Like this:

[She’s so stunning…]

[Written by: Kim Kkaetoolakku]

—Ah… What’s there to say? As one of the OG fans who supported Friede from the beginning, I’ve never felt this much excitement. My heart was pounding so much I could barely sleep… Is this… love?]

[Bbaebbaejwa: Yeah~ Why not?]

[Zieg Garterbelt: Stay strong. We must protect our queen.]

[Ilgwangsogeom: We’re ready now.]

[Hope5555: (We? Who’s we?)]

[Is that her bare face?]

[Written by: YaSergei

— I take pride in knowing a lot about makeup—heh. Anyway, I watched the stream closely, and Friede didn’t seem to wear makeup. If she did, it was just basic foundation at most. What’s amazing is that she looks like this even without makeup enhancements.]

[Ttkilmohwasan: Sign it! Don’t diss Friede!]

[Loo: I’ll sign it! No one disrespects Friede!]

[Lampadu: This is it… Friede’s stream might surpass major corporations.]

[Theminator: Agreed. With that face, she’s the asymmetrical weapon of streaming. Even if she stood like a mannequin, fans would flock to her.]

[Sesudaeya: I expected her to be pretty, but damn, that’s a cheat-level face.]

[I can’t stop smiling while looking at her. Is it even possible for someone like her to exist in real life?]

[Written by: Zieg Garterbelt

—It’s true that a beautiful face can give people strength. Right now, I’m at work, sneaking looks at the forums and Friede’s photos, and I don’t feel tired at all. Even after my boss chewed me out earlier, seeing Friede immediately lifted my spirits. If someone told me to lick the bald forehead of my 30-something boss with hair loss, I might actually consider doing it for Friede.]

[Bbaebbaejwa: Zieg, dude…]

[Hope5555: Pepe, man…]

“It’s honestly so overpowered.”

[Minator: Her looks are just insane.]

[Midir Who Eats Sisters: Last night, during my defense match, I imagined my wife’s face as Friede’s. Managed six rounds. Totally worth it.]

[ᄂᄋᄋ: You’re insane… really insane…]

[Pepe: Living up to the name, huh.]

[If Friede’s hair is golden, does that mean all her body hair is golden too?]

[Author: 00]

[It’d be great if she plucked out a strand and sent it to subscribers.
She probably has lots of hair… golden treasure. Ooh, yeah.]

[Sensitive Man: This guy has been crossing the line all day.]

[Washbasin: Checked his IP; he used to bash Friede constantly before her face reveal. Hahaha.]

[YaSergei: So there was a jerk obsessed with looks who didn’t care about inner qualities. Typical.]

[Lampadu: Get rid of him. Now.]

[Forming: I’ve archived the post. If Friede decides to sue, I’ll submit it immediately. Let’s have a police meet-up, everyone. ^^]

With fingers pounding furiously on the keyboard, Dayoung saved the evidence into her archive folder and sighed.

The reaction was exactly what she expected. 

By now, it didn’t even faze her.

When she first saw Friede’s face, she was shocked—it was unforgettable. 

So, she could understand why people were losing their minds over it.

“They’ve all gone crazy, seriously.”

“Weren’t they crossing the line?”

No matter where she looked, every board was filled with Friede, Friede, Friede.

Her face was circulating even in communities unrelated to gaming. 

At this point, her personal information was practically shredded to pieces.

“Pfft. Hey, Dayoung. Let’s stream with Sehee already. Doesn’t matter if it’s gaming or just chatting over food; just do something together.”

Pepe coaxed his, voice dripping with mischief.

He wasn’t wrong. 

Objectively speaking, Friede—Sehee—was up for grabs, so to speak.

Anyone who collaborated with her during this surge of attention would also ride the wave of popularity.

Though Dayoung wasn’t at Friede’s level, she was often told she was cute and pretty when she put effort into her appearance.

With all the vitality of her 20s, her prime years, she’d never heard anyone call her plain.

And considering that she was the one who had initially convinced Sehee to start streaming…

‘At first, I just wanted to ride her coattails and pick up scraps.’

‘Why did it feel uncomfortable now?’

Using someone precious felt wrong, and her conscience pricked at her.

She doubted Sehee would hate it, but still…

‘No, that’s not the issue here.’

A face reveal for a streamer—especially a female one—tends to have a strong immediate impact.

The problem was that, in Sehee’s case, the impact was astronomically strong.

While it was a major reason for her soaring popularity, it was also why she faced so much trouble.

Dayoung quickly sent a message.

[Forming: Are you okay, unnie?]

[Friede: What’s there to be okay or not okay about? Haha.]

The reply came quickly, its tone calm.

‘Was it really fine?’

Curiosity prompted Dayoung to type again.

[Forming: I just saw your face reveal, unnie. It shocked me.]

[Forming: Why’d you do it all of a sudden? It must be hard for you…]

[Friede: I did it because you looked like you were struggling.]

[Forming: I don’t struggle with things like that.]

[Forming: 🙁 ]

[Friede: I know. Haha.]

‘As if.’

She had just admitted to revealing her face because Dayoung looked burdened.

The obvious contradiction in her words was hard to criticize. 

No, perhaps it wasn’t that Dayoung couldn’t criticize—it was that she didn’t want to.

After all, it was proof that Sehee cared about her enough to draw attention away from her.

‘I don’t like this.’

It felt like she was only ever causing trouble, always leaning on Sehee whenever something happened.

A vague sense of self-loathing made her bury her face in her pillow.

At that moment—

Ding.

Her phone, tossed to the side, buzzed with a notification.

Seeing the preview, Pepe grinned slyly.

“Hey, Dayoung, Sehee wants to collab.”

“What?!”

Snatching her phone, Dayoung read the text, plain and direct.

[Friede: Want to collaborate?]

As she stared in disbelief, Pepe whistled, amused at the effortless turn of events.


“Life’s good, huh? Partnering with a top-tier goddess-level streamer after her face reveal? Subscribers and views will pour in like crazy. What a jackpot!”

Thwack!

Before he could finish his self-congratulatory commentary, Dayoung’s hand brought a merciless blow to his head.

Unlike the noisy communities abuzz with Friede’s face reveal, it was just another idle day for them.



 
  Chapter 97: I can’t give up Guanyin


The trajectory of the sacred sword drawn in the air blossomed like the Milky Way.

The golden hair and cape swayed with the dynamic movement. 

Despite being the same color, they were so distinct that they exuded a mysterious allure, naturally drawing the viewer’s gaze.

‘Ah, the sight she just showed feels less like a game and more like a work of art,’ a thought surfaced in the mind.

Her overwhelming skill combined with such sanctity must make her a formidable opponent.

Look, even the highly skilled players active in the Challenger tier couldn’t stop Friede. 

It seemed almost comical to attribute their failure solely to skill. 

Judging by the expression of the defeated opponent, it was evident that they had simply been mesmerized by her appearance and lost focus.

“This is pathetic,” muttered Eunha, clicking her tongue in disapproval at the opponents’ lackluster performance.

As for Friede, whether Sehee would enjoy watching this, Eunha couldn’t be sure.

From Friede’s first-person perspective, her movements were intense, unrelenting, like the wind.

Of course, not all her opponents were so easily defeated. 

Some were desperate, genuinely craving victory, especially as the season was nearing its end and they were trying to climb the ranks.

No matter how often one watched, it was hard to get used to her perspective.

Even when surrounded by multiple enemies, her viewpoint spun like a whirlwind, evading weapons coming from all directions and counterattacking simultaneously.

It wasn’t just stationary rotation; she moved fluidly while spinning like a top, making one wonder if it was even humanly possible to endure.

‘If someone got caught in a hurricane and spun around, would it feel like this? Or better yet,’ Eunha thought, ‘if clothes spinning in a washing machine had eyes and thoughts, it’d feel just like this.’

***

-Pew!

An arrow sliced through the air, piercing one of the enemies squarely.

As an opening was created, a blinding flash from the sacred sword filled the viewers’ screens, dazzling their eyes.

With a single charged strike, Friede unleashed a cutting wave from her radiant sword, breaking through part of the encirclement.

Despite being surrounded by chaotic attacks, she used the first charge of her sacred sword so precisely.

‘Does she seem… a little irritated?’ Eunha wondered.

Then, her instincts as a pro gamer kicked in, analyzing her opponent.

‘What if Sehee were up against her? How would she handle it? But in a team match, not a solo one.’

The best strategy for someone like Friede was, of course, to gang up on her. But even then, her team members weren’t fools; backup would inevitably come.

Ever since Friede’s name gained prominence through this brawl tournament, teammates had been coming to support her even without explicit communication.

‘In the past, she’d probably handle it alone in the enemy’s maze. Now, we’d have to rely on teamwork to win.’

While it might seem like a cowardly approach, ignoring Friede as much as possible and pushing forward on the other fronts could be the best option.

The maze had two sides. Even if Friede dominated, gaining an advantage in the other lanes could at least balance the game.

But the outcome would still depend on her teammates’ skills.

‘It’s still tough, though.’

While Eunha pondered her strategies, the game progressed quickly.

She let out an unexplainable sigh of relief when Friede and her team eventually pushed through to the respawn base and secured victory.

‘Why am I relieved?’

Confused by her own reaction, Eunha furrowed her delicate brow.

***

Regardless of her feelings, Friede’s stream carried on, filled with cheers for her stunning victory.

[Stop farming low ranks!]

[It’s fine if they’re getting farmed in Challenger tier!]

[Lol, if you’re mad, just win!]

[LMAO, half the opponents just turn into zombies after seeing her face. Too funny.]

[ROFL, what a feast!]

The reactions were overwhelming.

Then again, for viewers, Challenger players were the untouchable elite. 

Watching high-level players crumble against Friede was undoubtedly satisfying for them.

Stream content thrived on such provocative moments, so Eunha didn’t let it bother her much.

A dry chuckle escaped her lips.

***

[Mission from LukaGung: 3,000,000 KRW! – Turn on your real-life cam and cosplay with clothes from home!]

“Ugh,” Eunha groaned internally.

As a pro gamer and streamer herself, she had received plenty of frustrating and absurd donation requests.

But then:

[Donation from ScarletLotus: 50,000 KRW! – Hey! You piece of trash! Don’t cross the line with her!]

Eunha couldn’t help but chuckle at the viewer scolding on Friede’s behalf.

Friede’s face reveal marked the start of her streaming career. 

With a goal to reach the top of Challenger rank, she’d dedicated herself to climbing the ladder non-stop.

Relying solely on her appearance wasn’t a long-term plan; gaming was far more enjoyable for her.

Naturally, she had returned to her original content after the brawl tournament.

***

[Mission from LukaGung: 3,000,000 KRW! – Turn on your real-life cam and cosplay with clothes from home!]

[Donation from ScarletLotus: 50,000 KRW! – Hey! You piece of trash! Don’t cross the line with her!]

“Hey! You piece of trash! Don’t cross the line with her!”

[Mission from ChestIsGuidingAI: 2,100,000 KRW! – If you cosplay in a swimsuit, I’ll double the mission amount!]

[Donation from GarterBeltZeke: 20,000 KRW! – Sensei, please ignore the people above… Please… ㅠㅠ]

[Donation from SweetMan: 15,000 KRW! – If you’re planning to take legal action, let me know. I’ve saved all the evidence.]

Big donations and missions were something a streamer couldn’t easily ignore.

‘This is chaos.’

The chat was a complete mess, making her feel like she needed a cigarette.

The screen was filled with a whirlwind of donations and missions, blending raw desire and desperate resistance, creating utter chaos.

At this point, she couldn’t help but reflect on how it had come to this. 

Rewinding the events in her memory, she eventually pinpointed the cause.

It seemed to have started before the last match queue was formed.

Her MMR had climbed so high that queue times were taking ages.

While zoning out, she suddenly remembered that she had disabled donations and missions.

‘I probably did that earlier during the face reveal, worried the chat might spiral out of control.’

She recalled seeing messages in the chat asking her to reopen donations and missions.

Feeling a little guilty for not interacting much with her audience, she decided to enable them again.

And now, here they were…

[LOL, the chat is a disaster.]

[These sick freaks are drooling over our girl’s face reveal. Disgusting! Upvote if you agree! I’ll start!]

[Upvote!]

[It’s gross to see weird missions while admiring her face.]

[True, it’s disgusting.]

[Admit it, you all want to see it too. Stop acting high and mighty, you hypocrites!]

[If you want to see Friede in a swimsuit, at least be honest about it! Upvote for no reaction! I’ll go first!]

She had no idea what to say to calm the situation.

No matter how hard she racked her brain, nothing came to mind.

[You should consider hiring a chat moderator, sis… The chat is getting out of hand @@]

‘A chat moderator… Oh, right, I forgot about that.’

Ajin was mainly her video editor, and she’d never really thought about assigning a chat moderator.

Now that she had done a face reveal, the intensity of the chat had escalated, and moderation was clearly necessary.

‘Pepe is at Dayoung’s place, isn’t he?’

This seemed like the perfect opportunity to address it.

“Everyone, please calm down.”

Of course, her words had no effect.

Even she hadn’t expected them to.

Thankfully, she wasn’t in a match yet, so she had some breathing room. 

She decided to manage things herself for now.

Banning a few disruptive trolls brought temporary peace to the chat.

[Our queen has finally drawn the holy sword @@]

[The holy sword? Is this… a permanent ban?]

[It’s Tiananmen Square! Tiananmen!]

[Stop spouting nonsense! This isn’t Tiananmen!]

[This is Friede’s brand of democracy, that’s what it is!]

The chat was as chaotic as ever, even with the bans.

‘At least it’s quieter now.’

She knew it wouldn’t last long. 

New volatile topics would soon emerge, reigniting the chaos.

To stay ahead, she decided to throw out her own topic first.

“The next stream will be a collaboration with Forming.”

[A collab with Forming?]

[Wow, as expected from a big name… Spotting promising rookie streamers!]

[Calling Forming a rookie feels a bit odd, doesn’t it?]

[True, there aren’t many streamers who fit the “veteran rookie” label better than Forming. LOL]

“I’m still coordinating with her, but it’ll be more of a real-life cam stream than a virtual one.”

[A real-life cam stream sounds great!]

[Why not collab with another streamer while you’re at it?]

[There’s this male streamer named Yoonjoon who’s trending these days. Maybe stream with him?]

[Shut up, you shippers!]

[Yeah, that’s so annoying.]

“There are no plans for collaborations with male streamers. Don’t worry.”

[Wow, she shut that down fast.]

[Our queen’s firm resolution… Bravo!]

[Truly iconic.]

“Forming and I will play some PC games, maybe do a mukbang too. Please look forward to it!”

The chat nearly reignited with shipping topics but fortunately settled down again.


‘Shipping, huh? It does feel a bit fresh,’ she thought sarcastically.

‘Not like I’ll ever participate. These things fade naturally if you don’t engage.’

For now…

‘Should I suggest a horror game for the collab?’



 
  Chapter 98: Perked up


“I’m here.”

“Welcome!”

Dayoung greeted me warmly, but something about her looked different. 

‘Was it the makeup?’

Her makeup was slightly heavier than usual, giving her an entirely different impression—almost unrecognizable. 

‘Was this the so-called “transformation of a woman”?’

“Was the journey tiring?”

“Yeah. How’s your mom?”

“She’s still in the hospital. Recovery isn’t coming easy.”

“Ah, I see. She’ll get better soon.”

I said this, but instantly regretted asking. 

It felt like I’d brought up something I shouldn’t have. 

I quickly shifted the topic, holding out a box wrapped in luxurious paper.

“Anyway, I brought this.”

I handed her a ruby-colored glass bottle with an elegant shape. 

It was a bottle of Pepe the Frog-brand red wine, a premium product with a distinct mascot—a frog—emblazoned on the label. 

It was a well-known brand that cost well over hundreds of thousands of won, making it a rare indulgence.

Back before I was summoned to this world, my father would bring it out as a secret weapon during family gatherings on holidays. 

All I had ever tasted of it was a few sips while my father uncorked the bottle.

‘I can’t even remember how it tasted that day.’

I strained my memory but couldn’t recall the experience, no matter how hard I tried. 

Any further effort seemed likely to bring on a headache. 

I shook my head.

‘Could a hero develop dementia after all these years of living in this world?’

“Yo! You’re here, Bitch Sehee! At last, I, Pepe, am making my debut!”

‘Even trash has its uses, they say…’

Snapping out of my thoughts, I spotted Pepe fluttering in front of me, greeting me with a sly grin. Seeing him rummaging around the house, it was clear Dayoung’s mom was still at the hospital.

I might need to step in and provide some “financial treatment” for Dayoung someday.

“What’s this wine? Why’s there an insanely cute face on the bottle?”

“It’s someone more handsome than you, so stop talking nonsense.”

“Heh, are you feeling insecure, Sehee?”

‘Not even close.’

One of these days, if he messes up big, I might just dunk him into a barrel of wine.

“Do you want to put on some makeup too? Isn’t it a bit much to be completely barefaced?”

Dayoung asked while bringing out a tray of snacks. 

I shook my head. 

There didn’t seem to be a need for makeup right now.

Honestly, after putting makeup on at the mall that one time, I couldn’t shake the feeling that my skin was wearing a mask. 

The discomfort made me feel like my skin might peel off along with the makeup. 

Since then, I’d completely given up on it.

‘Why does this feel oddly sinful?’

“Pepe, I’ll lend you the laptop, so log in here. I already created an account for you. Make sure to log in properly. I’ll set you as an admin before the stream starts.”

“Don’t worry, Dayoung. I’ll purge any trolls like the twilight in Moscow.”

“Just stay calm and don’t overdo it, okay? Calmly.”

Dayoung set up the laptop, giving him instructions on the basics of managing the chat. 

Considering his usual behavior, I felt equal parts hopeful and uneasy—he was like a wild card. 

Whether he’d be a warm, fresh piece of fried chicken or a cold, leftover one remained to be seen.

“Ah, would you like to try this, too?”

Dayoung handed me something.

“Ears?”

It was a headset decorated with rabbit ears.

“What’s this?”

Seeing my curious expression, Dayoung cleared her throat and gave a reason, as though she needed an excuse.

“Since you’ve already done a face reveal, why not spice things up with some fun accessories? You can’t rely on your bare face or helmet forever. This has great functionality too. Want to see?”

She fiddled with the buttons on the headset, and soft ballad music played through LED-embedded rabbit ears.

“You can listen to the music, but there’s also a speaker in the rabbit ears that lets others hear it too. The sleek, metallic design is modern and appealing without being too flashy. It’s surprisingly fun.”

By the way, I’m a fan of cat-ear headsets.

As she put the rabbit-ear headset on me, she paired it with her cat-ear headset, smiling contentedly. 

I touched the rabbit ears and fiddled with the controls. 

They twitched realistically, folding and perking up depending on the settings.

—Perk perk.

“Hmm.”

‘Cute.’

***

“Hello! Another great day, everyone!”

[Hello!]

[Meow~!]

[Is it true you’re streaming with Friede today?!]

[Who knows.]

[Lol, ignorance deserves a bonk.]

[What’s with the cat theme?]

[Why not a dog theme instead?]

“Why? Cats are adorable. Look, the ears even light up. Check this out.”

I adjusted the settings, and a crisp green light illuminated the ears. 

The lighting in the room was slightly dimmed to make the glowing ears stand out.

[EmperorGura donated 6,000 won! – Welcome, Cat-astrophe.]

“Cat-astrophe? That’s so mean. Cats are super cute!”

[No, they’re just furry cockroaches. ^^]

[If they weren’t cute, they’d be extinct by now!]

“Friede has a matching set, too, so let’s see if you’ll still say that when she joins the stream. Look forward to it!”

[For real? Friede’s joining?]

[Friede fans reporting in. Where’s our queen?]

[The influx of fans is insane, lol.]

“You’re really collaborating with that 10-year legend… Our Forming is finally walking the path of success. 😭😭”

“Friede genuinely cherishes Forming… It’s so nice to see.”

“Agreed. Even hosting the collab on Forming’s channel. Their sisterly bond is heartwarming.”

***

Changing the stream title to [Forming x Friede Collaboration] caused the viewer count to skyrocket, almost overwhelming in its speed.

The chat was a blur—unlike anything Forming had ever experienced in her streaming career. 

However, her years of experience kicked in, and with a bright smile, she opened her arms wide to welcome everyone.

“Yes! Here we have my older sister, Friede! Everyone, please give her a warm welcome with donations! ♥”

As Forming shifted aside, a blonde-haired woman appeared in the vacant space on the screen.

Her bunny-ear headset, with a sleek deep-blue LED glow, twitched rhythmically to the background music.

“Hello, I’m Friede.”

[Lukkakkung donated 10,000 won! – I thought she was cute because of the bunny ears, but what’s the difference between her and Forming?]

[ZiegGarmentBelt donated 8,000 won! – Turns out she’s a max-level bunny powerhouse.]

[Forming Forever donated 15,000 won! – Our Forming isn’t someone who’d lose out to anyone… sniff.]

[OoO564654 donated 20,000 won! – Friede, please take good care of our Forming.]

[I’llCryToo donated 10,000 won! – What’s with the bunny ears twitching in sync with her chest movements?]

“Hey, sir, you’re banned. Sayonara~.”

With a sharp snap of her fingers, the offender was permanently kicked out of the chat.

The remaining viewers erupted into reactions.

[Whoa, is this a purge meeting? Tiananmen Square vibes?]

[Why Tiananmen? People think every ban is Tiananmen these days.]

[Well done, Forming. Lately, there’s been a rise in people being outright gross about Friede.]

[Let’s hear it for ethical purges! 👏]

‘Good job, Pepe,’ Forming thought, inwardly praising him for his excellent timing and decisive action.

With a serious expression, she addressed the audience firmly.

“If anyone says weird things to my sister or during the stream, you’re all going straight to hell. Got it?”

The chat atmosphere seemed positive. 

While ejecting donors wasn’t ideal, given how bad the comments about Friede had been, this was an exception.

“Now, let’s start with a casual Q&A. Since my sister is famously mysterious, I’ve prepared a few questions. Are you okay with that, Friede?”

“Sure, but this is more fun.”

Friede fiddled with the buttons on her headset, making the bunny ears twitch nonstop, their movements visible to everyone on the camera. 

The sheer adorableness was palpable.

The lively and festive atmosphere in the chat was almost surreal.

[LOL, no need for questions! The twitching bunny ears are everything. 😂]

[Friede’s twitching ears are giving me pumping hearts vibes.]

[What’s pumping?]

[Ahem! It’s my feelings, of course.]

[The collab effect is insane. 😂]

[Forming’s stream is about to hit an all-time viewer record!]

It was a wild success.

‘As expected of my sister!’ Forming thought, clenching her fists in determination.

Even when they first met during a Soul Warfare session, Friede’s presence had been unforgettable. 

Her face and figure exuded charisma, making even the slightest gestures feel like premium content.

‘This will definitely blow up into clips and GIFs.’

The influx of viewers felt like a flood, and Forming braced herself to ride the wave without drowning.

***

“I’m so jealous. I want to be part of that.”

In a dark room illuminated only by the flickering monitor, Ajin bit her nails nervously. 

She had once believed that becoming Friede’s editor would bring salvation and closeness, that she’d be the one who stood nearest to her sister professionally.

‘But why was Friede now surrounded by those fools—a clueless airhead and a girl who couldn’t even decide if she was a lotus or something else?’

“I made a mistake.”

If only she had volunteered to become a streamer herself.

—Crunch!

Ajin bit too hard, the metallic taste of blood spreading across her tongue. 

Ignoring the pain, she licked the blood from her thumb. 

Her eyes gleamed with a strange intensity.

Her anxiety mounted. 

Her body trembled with unease.

***

[First question: Do you have a boyfriend?]

[Boyfriend? No, I don’t. I’ve been single my entire life.]

[Really?]

[Is that even possible?]

[With that face and figure, she’s been single?!]

[Sigh, are all men blind?]

[No, calm down. Maybe she’s so intimidatingly perfect that no one dared approach her.]

[Top-tier heroine material!]

[Top-tier? She’s galactic-level!]

[Get out of here with your small-town nonsense. Even Forming could easily overshadow that.]

The chat was filled with lighthearted banter, laughter, and enthusiasm.

Ajin’s scornful thoughts raged internally. 


‘Idiots. Blind fools. Vile creatures.’

Her silent curses were more hollow than audible. 

Her expression darkened further, her gaze fixated on Friede’s twitching bunny ears.

Each twitch captivated her attention—proof that her instincts were as honest as they were troubling.



 
  Chapter 99: I lack a sensitivity to horror


Ravager.

From the title alone, it’s clear this is no ordinary game. 

Ravager is a first-person survival horror game released for PC.

Before the era of virtual reality games, it was quite famous in the PC horror game genre.

The storyline is rather unconventional for a horror game: a person who forced their parents with dementia into a psychiatric hospital regrets their actions and revisits the place to see them.

Arriving late in the evening due to unforeseen delays, the protagonist finds the hospital eerily devoid of life.

Once a journalist, for reasons unclear, they decide to enter the hospital armed with nothing but a camcorder—not a weapon, but a camcorder.

“Does this make sense for a horror game?” Friede tilted their head, puzzled by the somewhat ridiculous premise.

“It’s supposed to be a horror game, right?”

“Yeah.”

With Forming munching on snacks beside them, affirming cheerfully, Friede continued playing.

The protagonist approaches the hospital only to find the front doors locked. 

They scale a side wall to gain entry through a narrow path.

In the intro video, the protagonist, determined, enters the hospital.

Normally, you’d think they’d turn around and flee, but given the involvement of their parents, it’s understandable they press on.

Still, you could feel the protagonist’s sense of despair as they willingly stepped into what felt like the jaws of hell.

***

As the game began in earnest, Friede took their time familiarizing themself with the controls.

Not having prior knowledge of the game, they meticulously explored even the smallest details. 

Their actions were the epitome of a pure beginner.

After reading through the control instructions, Friede shared their thoughts.

“Surprisingly, there’s a push mechanic. Does it do damage?”

“Not really. It just stuns them briefly so you can escape. You’ll need to rely on stealth and running.”

“You seem to know a lot.”

“I skimmed a guide earlier. Oh, and turn off the lights.”

With the lights off, the now-darkened room perfectly complemented the game’s grim atmosphere.

The protagonist enters the hospital building. This marked the true beginning of the game.

***

[Oh, watching someone as a newbie is such a rare treat!]

[I’m loving this @@]

[What snacks is Forming eating? I want some too.]

[This is making me so hungry.]

[Haha, how many tries will it take to clear the first section?]

[This game has so many traps right from the start—expect at least ten tries.]

[Do you even know Friede’s skills? They don’t need a guide.]

The chat was lively. 

It’s a common thing—viewers who delight in watching a pro streamer struggle with an unfamiliar game.

They were ready to watch Friede’s every move with the intensity of a hawk, half guiding and half teasing.

Friede began scouring empty rooms, collecting items for their journey.

Some items were mere junk, but Friede diligently pocketed everything, like a true collector.

It was a typical beginner’s approach: gather everything due to a lack of information.

Without knowledge of the game’s mechanics or guides, Friede’s playstyle wasn’t the daring, skillful performance the audience hoped for.

***

Despite exploring thoroughly, all paths were blocked.

The doors weren’t locked but barricaded with countless objects and furniture, ruling out the option of finding a key.

Friede surmised, ‘There’s usually a hidden side path or vent in these types of games.’

Their guess was correct.

“Here it is.”

They crawled through a vent, experiencing the game’s famous dynamic controls. 

The confined, dizzying space of the vent was vividly portrayed on screen.

“Ugh, I hate this,” Forming groaned.

[Ugh, I feel like I’m about to throw up.]

[This is so gross.]

[What? You all can’t handle this?]

[It gets worse later on. Good luck!]

“Does it make you dizzy?”

“Not dizzy, just unpleasant. It’s so damp and creepy.”

“Fair enough.”

Friede quickly navigated the vent, emerging in the central lobby.

Though the lights were on, the emptiness of the enormous building felt unnervingly eerie, creating a perfect sense of dread.

[Haha, something’s coming soon.]

[What’s coming, you weeb?]

[Shut up if you don’t know.]

Judging by the chat, something was about to happen.

‘In a psychiatric horror setting, maybe deranged patients turn into monsters?’

As Friede rummaged around, looking for a way into the patient ward, they casually opened the next door.

And then…

CRASH!

***

The sight of a severed head dropping into view filled the screen.

A loud metallic sound echoed as the head dangled right in front of the player.

The chat exploded.

[What the hell, that scared me!]

[Ugh, my baby finally fell asleep!]

[Gross.]

[This is the Ravager you all asked for. Suck it up.]

[Finally, the mood is kicking in!]

“I was startled.”

“Oh.”

Despite their words, Friede remained calm, and Forming continued munching on their snacks nonchalantly.

 It was clear these two weren’t your average players.

It seems like it’s designed to evoke tension and fear…

“Unnie, you’re too calm.”

“You don’t seem that startled either.”

“No, I mean, show some reaction! It’s not about how you feel—it’s about the reaction!”

Forming pointed her finger dramatically, but Friede just tilted her head in confusion.

‘Why should she?’

Although many viewers might dismiss it as nonsense, Friede believed in staying sincere in her actions.

Perhaps that’s why the current scene of a dangling head wasn’t evoking any real horror.

Compared to the horrors and monstrosities she’d witnessed in this world, this was almost cute.

“It’s not that shocking, is it? If you saw what I’ve seen, you’d faint, Forming.”

[Forming was just as awkward.]

[That textbook delivery, LOL.]

[Haha, seriously though, they’re both so calm. Most streamers get freaked out at this part.]

[Friede and Forming are… the warrior sisters after all.]

[The developers must be sobbing…]

[Sensei, what kind of past have you had to find this so normal?]

‘What kind of past?’ Friede chuckled inwardly. 

She was a warrior, after all.

As she continued running down the dark hallway, the faint light spilling out of a nearby room illuminated her path.

The groans of agony echoing around added to the unsettling atmosphere.

Being the first part of the story, the gameplay was relatively straightforward.

No monsters had appeared yet, making it a simple, linear progression.

“This must be the patient ward, right? Is this as far as we go?”

“Yeah. After this…”

Before Forming could finish, something unexpected happened.

***

BANG!

A monstrous figure appeared with a deafening crash.

It was roughly human-sized, but its grotesque form—an amalgamation of an elderly couple fused together like a chimera—was horrifying.

Through the cutscene, Friede realized this abomination was the protagonist’s parents.

As the game resumed, Friede quickly backed away, focusing intently on the unfolding events.

Though the monster’s slow, shuffling approach was creepy, it didn’t seem overly threatening.

It wasn’t too difficult to deal with, but this was a survival horror game.

That meant no proper weapons—just a camcorder and a wooden stick.

And from what she’d heard, the damage from these tools was laughable at best. 

Escape and stealth were the only viable options.

However, Friede had a plan.

She led the boss to a broken railing on the second floor and waited for it to approach.

‘Here it comes.’

As the boss closed in, Friede moved swiftly. 

Manipulating the controls, she directed the protagonist to strike with the wooden stick.

CRACK!

It was a bizarre sight—attacking a monstrous parent with a stick while holding a camcorder.

Yet, the blow worked.

The boss staggered and groaned in pain, briefly immobilized.

Friede seized the opportunity to push the monster towards the broken railing.

ROAR!

The boss howled as it was shoved to the edge and tumbled to the first floor below.

In this game, fall damage was fatal. 

The monster wouldn’t survive that height.

Satisfied, Friede prepared to move on to the next stage.

But before she could, Forming’s urgent voice interrupted her.

“Wait, no, stop!”

“Huh?”

The familiar words “Game Over” flashed on the screen, accompanied by a blood-red hue.

“What? Why?”

Forming let out an exasperated sigh.

“You weren’t supposed to kill it.”

“What?”

“If you just stalled for time, an event would’ve triggered to move you to the next stage. Killing it wasn’t part of the plan. Actually, I’m surprised it even let you kill it.”

Friede, genuinely confused, responded with a pure, innocent expression.

“Wasn’t this part about giving peace to your monstrous parents?”

“No. This is a survival horror game.”

[This is… horror?]

[Well, it’s horror for the parents, at least.]

[Friede’s skills are unmatched… even when it’s tragic.]

[Parents are people too! Cherish them!]

[Their mental state is now zero…]

[No mercy for the parents, huh?]


“You’re so bad at horror, Unnie.”

Forming teased, and Friede turned her head away, avoiding eye contact.

She fiddled with her headset buttons, her rabbit-ear accessories twitching cutely.

Boing, boing.



 
  Chapter 100: I prepared it again for you


“Don’t proceed like this here. You need to push the surrounding furniture to block the door, then run to buy some time.”

“I thought I could just close the door and run right away.”

“That’s the problem. It’s a subtle trap, so if you just run away without knowing, you’ll get surrounded immediately.”

“Ah, I see. Now, if I jump here, it should work!”

“Good job. Looks like we’re getting close to the ending.”

I patted Forming’s head as they struck a fighting pose, shouting “Yes!”

[The ending is slowly taking shape.]

[The pace is fast… As expected from Forming…]

[Forming has always been good at this kind of game.]

[Even before quitting, they were always like ‘ugh, ugh, ugh!’]

[Hey now, Forming never quit. They just took a break for two years.]

It had been three hours since we started playing, switching out whenever a game over occurred.

Forming, who was now playing, cleared each scenario with skilled moves, defeating enemies one by one.

Although I didn’t plan it, I ended up watching the game while eating snacks, adopting a spectator mode.

Games like this, which aren’t just about physical skill but also require solving puzzles and interpreting various mechanisms, tend to be a challenge for players like Friede, who focused on pushing through with raw strength.

“This camcorder mode is a bit inconvenient. But aside from that, it’s okay.”

“You have to do it this way to properly understand the story.”

When using the camcorder, the protagonist records their thoughts at specific places or during certain events.

The story’s branching points change based on how much footage you’ve recorded, which was an interesting setup.


	Huff, huff!



The protagonist’s steps, breathing heavily, were tainted with despair and degradation.

Even after the death of their parents, they went deeper into the hospital, searching for answers, and faced all kinds of hardships.

They were captured by a mad doctor, had their ears cut off, fell from the third floor, and soaked in drugs—essentially pushed to the extreme of a tragic tale.

Moreover, the story was turning more and more desperate.

The last thing the protagonist could do was to erase the evil spirit that was preserved in a secret underground research facility.

Even if they succeeded, it seemed their life would be in grave danger, as subtly hinted in the protagonist’s monologue and the surroundings.

As the story progressed, the protagonist’s ability to act was increasingly restricted.

In the first stage, the protagonist could fight off mad, diseased patients with a stick, but later on, encountering vengeful spirits or massive monsters, they could only escape.

The game was designed that way.

Fortunately, there were sections where the protagonist needed pure physical skill to overcome, so Friede was able to step in as a substitute for those parts, but that was all.

This meant that Friede’s role was limited, and I ended up just sitting by, eating snacks, watching the game unfold.

Unlike Soul Warfare, which always had a bold and flashy style, Friede’s position as a spectator, sitting crouched down and taking the brunt of the humor, added an interesting new charm.

[Bus passenger Friede ᄃᄃᄃ]

[Friede on the bus… So precious.]

[Fighting like a warrior in a horror game, then being utterly defeated, hahaha.]

[Prepare some popcorn, Friede!]

[I knew from the early stages when their parents were killed.]

[Ah, I see…]

Perhaps it was the right moment.

The chat was lively, with people ready to dance in response to Friede’s powerless appearance.

‘If Friede were a proud person, they might have gotten angry, but isn’t all of this just part of the content?’

‘Even famous people showing a clumsy side can have their own unique charm.’

“Ah, it’s over.”

I snapped out of my thoughts at Forming’s sad exclamation.

On the screen, the protagonist fell helplessly during the final boss battle, and the game over message appeared.

“From here on, it’s all about physical skill. I’m not good at this kind of thing.”

Forming grumbled about the extreme physical demands of the horror game.

I thought that it was only natural since the difficulty had been set high from the start, but I decided to remain quiet.

Well, then…

“Hero~ appears~!”

“I|!”

With a light jest, I pinched Forming’s cheek and sat back down.

As we relaxed and prepared for the last boss battle to reach the grand ending, a new mission notification appeared.

***

[HordeIsNothing’s 100,000 Won Mission!

—Clear the ending without getting hit by a single ghost on the first try!]

That was quite a provocative mission.

But there was a reason why they felt confident about this challenge.

Anyone who had watched the game “Revenger” knew that it was almost impossible to succeed at that on the first try.

‘Maybe it would work if we tried dozens of times, but first try? That’s just impossible.’

In this game, where Friede had mostly been idle, their physical ability was the only thing they could excel at.

However, even that physical strength seemed unlikely to help with the current mission, as everyone was sure it would be difficult to achieve.

The ghosts’ attacks didn’t deal much damage, but since there were so many, delaying would only result in being overwhelmed.

Moreover, the final boss battle map, from the control room to the laboratory, was extremely complicated.

Narrow corridors, makeshift stairs going up multiple floors, and numerous ghosts floating in the air.

The dimly lit underground setting made it even harder to execute a clean play.

The mission to avoid getting hit in this space, where dodging was difficult, required quick thinking and speed from the player. 

It was a harsh environment, to say the least.

’This is tough.’

As Forming took a bite of a cookie while admiring Friede’s preparations, there was a gleam of curiosity in their eyes.

Of course, it was difficult. 

The chances of success were incredibly slim.

Simply clearing the level and completing the mission without getting hit were two different things.

That’s why the audience who set the mission, as well as those watching, were more focused on how Friede would fail rather than how they might succeed.

Repeated failures as the game streamer suffers—that’s the kind of thrill that has always been a fun element for the audience, no matter how much time passes.

When the game Revenger was first released, it received criticism for demanding too much in terms of physical skill from gamers.

But still, it became one of those games that all streamers had to try at least once.

Perhaps that’s why…

’This is fun.’

Though Friede might have been facing an unfair situation, I couldn’t help but feel that the highlight moment was here, regardless of whether it was a failure or success. 

It was guaranteed entertainment either way.

“Ha. This is fun.”

Friede spoke confidently, adjusting their blonde hair and licking their lips with a slight flick of their tongue.

“Accepted.”

[Sensei, you’re so confident.]

[The one getting destroyed was the older sister.]

[Friede, getting destroyed by the ghosts… kinda cute?]

Friede tightened their grip on the mouse.

As the screen shifted to the start of the boss battle, Friede pressed the forward key without hesitation.

At first glance, it seemed like they were simply running forward, but their pace was frantic and erratic.

Eeeek!

With a harsh scream, the group of ghosts charged at the protagonist.

Under Friede’s control, the protagonist sprinted full speed toward the stairs.

[This is a bit dangerous. I need to use the Molotovs I saved last time to create an opening.]

[???]

[Wow, this is ridiculous.]

[Can’t physical strength be beaten after all?]

[Was it possible to dodge like that?]

[Friede’s playstyle is so reckless, but it’s surprisingly skilled.]

[Just got an achievement right away. Doesn’t seem like Friede practiced secretly @@.]

[Oooh, this account is linked, so even if they delete it, the achievement stays. That’s legit.]

[How did you do it, you expletive?]

[They shot in all directions while looking around.] ᄅᄋ

[Really, physical strength 100, intelligence 1—like a warrior, Sensei.]

“Stop talking nonsense.”

A frustrated voice escaped Eunha’s lips as she frowned.

The constant grumbling from the chat was getting really annoying. 

‘I mean, what’s wrong with being slightly stuck in a guide?’

‘Could they do better than Friede, who was handling it like a pro?’

Seeing them mock Friede’s well-executed clearance was deeply infuriating.

“What’s the big deal? Shouldn’t you be impressed by the control shown at this highest difficulty?”

Whether it’s a stream or a game league, it’s an old tradition for bronze players to criticize challengers. 

But it still made me frustrated.

It almost felt like Eunha herself was being insulted.

Trying to rebut using the keypad, I kept erasing my words repeatedly, and before I knew it, the last boss battle ended quietly.

Just as everything was wrapping up, and the ending video played while I felt slightly dizzy from the crazy moments, a message notification appeared at the top of the screen.

‘What’s this?’

’I’ve been watching my older sister’s stream.’

I might not have noticed if I hadn’t received the notification, but now that I had, I felt I had to check it out.

Opening the messenger, I found the notification came from the STK team chat.

As Eunha entered the chatroom, her eyes were immediately drawn to a long message. 


It started with the following:

[They’re saying another event is coming soon.]

“Another event?”

“Again?”



 
  Chapter 101: Let’s cook


The game called “Ravager” is considered a game that made a name for itself, but the ending was like a tasteless steamed bun.

Of course, this is just my opinion.

“How was it? What did you think of the ending?”

Because it wasn’t a happy ending.

Personally, I don’t like endings like this.

Even if the gameplay was fine, the conclusion just wasn’t satisfying.

It felt like it didn’t wash away the greasy aftertaste.

It’s like eating meat and then freshening your mouth with herbal medicine instead of alcohol.

“If there’s hardship, there should either be happiness or at least salvation. Why does the protagonist turn into a monster?”

“I didn’t expect that from you, you’re surprisingly traditional in your preferences?”

“Well, I prefer that kind of ending. What can I do? I love happy endings.”

“True, that’s a valid point.”

“The ending was a mess… if you mess it up, thousands of words will be immediately written.”

“What if it turns out it was all a dream and the world is just a false fantasy I created right before dying after failing to protect the world as a hero?”

Let’s imagine, for a moment, that everything happening right now, where I live in peace, is actually a hallucination created during the last moments of my life, when I was on the verge of being torn apart by demons, unable to bear the reality of my imminent death.

‘How horrible would that feel? It would feel like the worst kind of despair, as I cling to a hallucination while barely holding on in a reality where I’m being torn apart.’

This is just a thought experiment, of course, but it’s still something to think about.

Playtime: 3 hours and 20 minutes.

It felt like I ran through a marathon course at full speed.

I started streaming and immediately ran with it, so that’s to be expected. 

Thinking about it, I didn’t even go to the bathroom properly, did I?

“Ah, the relief~!”

After sitting in the chair for so long, the satisfaction of stretching felt particularly refreshing.

Well, no matter what the ending was, at least I cleared the game. 

Now, maybe the stream can be a bit more relaxed.

“I’m going to take a short break.”

Luckily, Dayoung had the sense to set up a break.

The stream ended, and with the microphone turned off, the 15-minute break announcement hovered on the screen.

“What should we do now?”

“Huh? It’s already been over 3 hours. But since it’s a joint stream with you, I think we can do one more session. You’re okay with your schedule, right?”

Of course. We already discussed it beforehand.

I nodded calmly, and Dayoung smiled warmly.

“How about we do a mukbang? Aren’t you hungry?”

Mukbang.

It was about time my stomach started to feel hungry.

The stream had started in the early evening, and I had only eaten a quick dinner, so by now, I needed some late-night snacks to feel full.

“Let’s order delivery. There’s a place here with really good gopchang. Or we could do chicken and beer or some street food. What do you think?”

Delivery, yes. It’s definitely a convenient and reasonable option.

You don’t have to worry about cooking, and as long as the place is decent, the food usually tastes good.

But for some reason, just relying on delivery felt a little boring. 

Maybe that’s what it means to get used to being a streamer.

“Dayoung.”

“Huh?”

“Do you have rice at home?”

“Huh?”

“Ah, everyone, can you hear me clearly? Can you see me well?”

[??? Suddenly a gathering?]

[What the hell… whose house is this?]

[It is someone’s house. It must be Forming’s house.]

[It’s a live stream, right?]

[What do you mean live stream? This is clearly a home stream.]

[Is this a housewarming content?]

It was understandable for the viewers to be confused.

***

After the break, the two streamers were no longer visible in front of the computer.

The shaky camera and view made it clear that they were no longer in the usual setting.

Usually, these kinds of scenes are common in late-night streams, where the camera moves around unexpectedly.

However, despite being a little dim, the scene was clearly indoors.

‘What were they planning?’ A flood of curious messages filled the chat.

Through a dimly lit corridor, Forming turned into the living room with a mysterious smile.

“Alright, everyone. You can expect something big. Today’s highlight with my sister, Freide, is coming up!”

[What are you planning to do with our sister?]

[Where is she going right now? It’s too dark to see.]

[Did Freide do a cosplay or something? What’s the surprise?]

“Forming, stop messing around and just reveal it already!”

Seeing the chat full of impatience, Forming raised her voice in excitement.

“Ta-da! Our sister is going to cook for us!”

“Freide… cooking?!”

“No way, is this for real? I’m hungry! Give me some food!”

[Freide, please! Feed us, mama!]

[Freide can cook too?]

[No way.]

[Are we about to get a recipe reveal? Haha]

On the other side of the kitchen, Freide appeared on camera.

Even though she was caught in the camera’s view, her expression remained as calm as ever, the embodiment of a poker face.

Freide opened the refrigerator and paused for a moment, carefully selecting ingredients.

Carrots, chives, eight eggs, and some leftover mushrooms…

I had no idea what dish she was making, but seeing her move so carefully in the kitchen was enough to bring a fresh breeze into the hearts of the viewers.

After all, the sight of a beautiful and talented streamer showing off her domestic side was undeniably charming.

It added a touch of magic to the experience.

Also, I learned that streamer Forming surprisingly kept plenty of food and ingredients at home.

When Freide first suggested cooking, she had worried a little whether there would be enough ingredients.

‘She doesn’t seem like the type to stock up on food.’

Though she lives alone, it’s practically like living on her own even if it’s technically her parents’ house.

But the fact that she had so many fresh ingredients meant she must cook regularly.

Normally, people of our age who live alone tend to rely on delivery and instant noodles, right?

Once Freide took everything out, she opened the rice cooker.

The rice was enough for at least two servings.

‘This will do.’


	Bang!



Freide, wearing an apron, quickly pulled it off and swept her long hair back, tying the strands that had fallen behind her neck.

Her golden hair cascaded like a waterfall, flowing gently in soft waves, making anyone who looked at her feel a sense of purity.

It was a performance that didn’t quite match the kitchen setting. 

Forming, who had been watching from behind, let out a wry smile and approached.

“Hey, sis, do you want me to help you with your hair?”

Freide, seemingly bothered by her hair falling into her face, pulled out a strand of hair that had gotten in her way.

She held the golden hair, which hung helplessly and weakly, and said…

“Oh, does this work?”

“Yeah, my hair is pretty strong.”

Without the help of a hairband or any other accessories, Freide tied her hair into a ponytail, securing it with the strand she had pulled out. 

She flashed a bright smile and made a V sign.

[Did you see that?]

[Already recording it, hehe.]

[Share it after, please.]

[Watching her tie her hair in a ponytail is a real treat, hehe.]

[Sis, you’re so beautiful! I love you! > <]

[The person above is making me dizzy with their words.]

No matter how much the chat was buzzing, Freide slowly started moving.

She turned on the stove, placed a wok on top, and while it heated up, she began preparing vegetables.

After coating the pan with oil, she sautéed the vegetables, cracked the eggs on top, and stirred it all together.

Then, she took out two servings of rice.

By now, the dish was so obvious to everyone, and Forming subtly approached.

“Sis, no way… are you making…”

“Yeah, fried rice. I used to make this a lot when I lived alone, so I’m pretty good at it. After all, I’ve been living alone for three years.”

Freide smiled softly, and Forming, without realizing it, flinched slightly.

Ah, this must be from before she was summoned into this world.

With a strange sense of awkwardness, her carefully planned words tangled in her mind.

Freide’s expression, a mix of seriousness and subtle joy, made Forming stare blankly for a moment before she murmured under her breath without thinking.

“You’re really beautiful.”

[Hahaha.]

[She’s the perfect wife material.]

[Wow, if a wife like her made breakfast, I’d eat it like a dog.]

[She’s making it without hesitation, too.]

[Give me a bite!]

Without realizing her own mistake, Forming continued to film Freide’s cooking with the camera.

Clink!

“Here you go, Freide’s egg fried rice.”

“Ooh.”

The dish was quite successful.

The rice was fluffy, with eggs coating it like a subtle golden hue, and the carrots, chives, and mushroom pieces added a nice color contrast, making it even more appetizing.

[Isn’t this a twisted version of hell’s dish?]

[Wow… the way she’s cooking, it’s so delicate. I have to admit, I’m impressed.]

[When I show this to my mom, she’ll praise the foreign girl for making such good food.]

[Should’ve called her a future wife instead.]

[I said that once, and my mom smacked me on the back and told me to focus on studying.]

[Haha, I can see the future now.]

The chat’s reactions were probably not too different from Forming’s thoughts.

‘Isn’t that the case?’

There aren’t many female streamers, especially those focusing on gaming, who can cook surprisingly well.

But Freide broke that stereotype, delivering an excellent dish that pleasantly surprised the viewers.

“Ah, hold on. Let’s drink this.”

Suddenly snapping out of her thoughts, Forming took out the wine bottle that Freide had gifted her.


	Slide.



The deep red liquid flowing into two empty glasses looked sweet and inviting.

After seeing the ending and then a meal with alcohol, it could seem a little frivolous, but looking at it from a different perspective, the atmosphere was quite charming.

After successfully finishing the game, wouldn’t it be customary for gamers to raise a toast?

Forming proudly exclaimed, holding up the wine.

“Look, guys! This is Pepe the Frog’s wine! My sister got it for us!”

For the food, the dish was egg fried rice with vegetables.

The wine that came along with it seemed surprisingly high-end for a casual cooking stream.

[What is that, you nerd?]

[Oh, I know that. It’s a famous Austrian wine brand. Hehe, I have some at home.]

[It’s French, you idiot.]

[Wow, this is expensive. Freide must be showing off with her rich family.]

[Of course, she’s rich. The whole place must be gold-plated.]

“Yeah, I can tell you’re still not getting it. I’m going to give you the ‘Jung’s Iron Fist’ now.”

—You have been forcefully kicked by the administrator.

[Woah, the responses are quick these days, hehe.]

[…Domhwangcha!]

[It’s Tiananmen!]

[Freedom of expression must be guaranteed!]

While the chat was in a frenzy, Forming took a bite of her fried rice.

“It’s delicious. Honestly, I didn’t expect much, but heh…”

“Well, fried rice is one of those dishes that’s hard to fail at. I tried making it when I lived alone for the first time.”

“When I made it, it didn’t taste that good.”

‘Is it the difference in experience?’

Forming, munching on her fried rice, muttered, and Freide found it quite cute.

Clearly, this fried rice was a lot better than the last one she made.

It had a comforting feeling that soothed her tired mind.

‘The past?’

Suddenly, Freide felt a strange discomfort at the word “past.”

The past…

Even though it felt like a lifetime ago, the harsh memories of the past—the hell she had gone through—played out in her mind, and she absentmindedly shook her head, dismissing it.

She turned her attention back to reality and smiled at Forming, who had already finished her bowl.

“Is this enough? Should I make more?”

“I’m getting pretty full.”

Right, I see.

Slightly feeling the burn in her mouth, she quickly finished the drink in one shot.

The taste was sharp yet fragrant, with a slightly bitter aftertaste, smooth like a well-played ensemble of instruments, and she felt her shoulders stiffen slightly.

***

The next morning, Forming uploaded the joint stream with Freide in three parts to her channel.

As a recently rising streamer, the views shot up quickly, but the latest video showed a very different trend.

The video was uploaded in its pure, unedited form, with no special effects.

The third and final video, in particular, spread across the internet, gaining traction everywhere.

[Title: The Fried Rice My Sister Made with Her Heart… I’ve Stored It in My Heart.]

Views: 1,387,651 · 18 hours ago.

Not even 24 hours had passed, and it already had a substantial view count for a fresh video.


This was a historic performance for streamer Forming, Park Dayoung.

And…

“Wh-what is this… the title… What’s with this nonsense…”

A certain editor, gnawing on her fingernails in real-time, seethed with anger as the video skyrocketed in popularity.



 
  Chapter 102: Invitation


[Making Fried Rice
Author: 00

When making fried rice, I’m incredibly serious.]

“How should I put it? It’s different from when I’m playing a game.”

“When playing a game, it’s a feeling of desperation, like I can’t lose, but with this, it feels like I’m putting my heart into it.”

“It’s beautiful… it’s pretty…”

[Zikgatervelt: I wish I could eat the fried rice my sister makes…]

[Theminator: Honestly, the atmosphere is totally different… Friede’s appearance speaks for itself, but when you see her making food, she gives off a cozy, warm feeling, right?]

[KimKkaettulraku: It’s no wonder Forming even praised her in real-time, she’s not a hero, she’s a saint at this point.]

[SweetMan: Friede could’ve been the woman who could have been my mother.]

[Nilgwangsogeom: What kind of joke is that?]

[NioNio: I know this! My uncle showed me an anime with a villain quote from a comic called Revenge of Gwak Dalho.]

***

[My Sister’s Enchanting Wine Tasting
Author: yaSergei

Of all things, that single drop of wine is dripping from the corner of her mouth… It drips down her chin and sticks to her neck… Did you do this on purpose, sister? Is that what you’re doing? When making food, you’re the picture of a virtuous wife, but when drinking wine, you’re acting like a tempting vixen, right? I’m so flustered ᅲᅲ]

[O_O: I feel worse than that one drop of wine… sigh.]

[KimKkaettulraku: I love you, sister ᅲᅲ]

[LAmpadu: I just uploaded the highlights from the collaboration stream, go find it and download it.]

[NioNio: Thanks, great leader.]

***

[Our Sensei Doing “Nade Nade” to Forming
Author: RedLotus

Why is it so lovable when you pat my head? Sister, could you do that to me too? I want to be the pitiful disciple anointed by your touch. I want to be the martyr who was baptized by you.]

[Hope5555: I’m starting to get scared ᄃᄃᄃ]

[Loo: Is this Friedeism…? It looks like a religion is about to be born, going beyond the fanaticism of Frigal.]

[NunaEatingMidir: Her appearance is seriously OP ᄋᄋ]

[Zikgatervelt: Look at her looks… With her appearance, even cults would sign up mindlessly.]

[SweetMan: If she had worked as a saleswoman, she would’ve been the queen of sales in history. No arguments here ᄋᄋ]

***

[Good at Games, Rich, Beautiful, with a Perfect Personality
Author: PpaePpaeZwa

What’s lacking?]

[NunaEatingMidir: What?]

[KimKkaettulraku: Among all the women of marriageable age on Earth, she’d be in the top two.]

[IseushinGeneral: It’s amazing that there’s another woman like her on Earth.]

[KimKkaettulraku: Actually, now that I think about it, she might just be number one.]

[TikkeulMoaPasan: If I marry Friede, I’d probably end up with an M-shaped bald head, but I’d still be smiling all the way.]

[Loo: ᄋᄏᄏ]

***

The day after finishing the collaboration stream with Dayoung, today is a sweet day off.

By now, checking my email account has become part of my routine.

It was an email account that I hadn’t set to auto-save, so I manually typed and logged in.

What appeared before me was a mailbox proudly showing the number 1,600.

‘It’s already this much after just a few days.’

No, I stopped checking it after the middle of the tournament, so it’s been over 10 days.

This was an emergency email I had set up when I created the YouTube channel and Switch account, something I never thought I’d actually use.

Looking at this inbox already piled high, I couldn’t help but sigh, but what can I do?

If I don’t organize it now, it’ll only get more troublesome later, so I have no choice but to do it.

Thinking about it, the number of emails piling up in my inbox has been increasing rapidly these days.

I wonder when this started.

Ah, it must’ve been after I won the tournament…

The contents of the emails vary.

There are emails of support from regular subscribers.

There are some emails with a shady, lustful tone asking for personal information.

Sometimes, there are emails with strange attachments like traps.

There are emails from countless companies offering advertising deals.

And…

“What’s this email about?”

It’s an email from the STK club.

There’s the tournament matter and the relationship with Eunha, so I had grouped them in the VIP section.

That way, I wouldn’t confuse it with phishing or scam emails, but at the same time, it made me wonder why they had sent an email.

I hovered over the subject line and clicked it, only to find a rather perplexing message inside.

After quickly scanning through the contents, I hesitated for a moment, unsure of what to do.

In short, they’re holding another tournament.

This is the invitation.

However, unlike the tournament which lasted a long time, this event is a short one, like a fleeting flame, only lasting a day.

It’s a match between the STK team and the streamer team.

At first, it was said to be a friendly match with no big pressure, but considering the heat of the tournament, I wonder if anyone will participate with a light heart.

The members of the streamer team are not confirmed yet, but it seems they are planning to form it around participants who showed great performance in the previous tournament.

Even during the off-season, are they not practicing as a team?

Even though there’s about a month left until preseason, isn’t it a bit excessive to push the players like this?

“Compared to the tournament, this really does feel more relaxed.”

Before the tournament starts, we have the banter course, the event tournament, and finally the fan meeting.

Well, since it’s an event, I’ll just roll with it.

The event tournament mentioned in the email is definitely softer than the tournament.

One round of Soul Warfare team match.

And about one round of another game.

The game to be featured this time is Cloudfall, which is just as well-known as Soul Warfare.

‘I’ve heard of this name.’

Not only Soul Warfare but also streamers who used Cloudfall as their main game are numerous.

But that’s about it.

I don’t know much more about it, other than occasionally catching glimpses of the gameplay in thumbnail screens.

Deciding to check it out, I opened the official website and various community tabs to read about the game.

What I found out was that it’s a battle royale-type game where players farm equipment in a designated area and fight until only one remains.

It’s a survival game that divides players into Espers, who use special abilities, and Reapers, who use firearms. 

It shows quite a bit of individuality for this type of game.

Both the controls and graphics seemed average.

Ah, when I say the graphics are average, I don’t mean that the quality is mediocre.

Since the advent of virtual reality, graphics-related issues haven’t really been a concern.

It’s a time when high-quality graphics are the standard, and it’s hard to choose which game has better visuals.

Hmm.

Leaning my chin on my hand, I fell into a brief moment of deep thought.

‘The game itself doesn’t seem to have any problems. However, for this type of game, the more familiar you are with the map, the better you can perform.’

‘Even though it’s an event, it’s better to win, right?’

‘Considering a gamer’s innate desire to win, this situation isn’t looking great.’

‘Losing would be a little… no, maybe just a little, but it would definitely be frustrating.’

‘No, maybe I should rethink this.’

‘Wanting to win in a game I’m playing for the first time might be too greedy.’

With those complicated thoughts in mind, I leaned back against the chair.

As my weight shifted, the chair slowly reclined, and my gaze slowly moved from the monitor to the ceiling.

Looking at the wide-open ceiling after being surrounded by the monitor felt oddly relaxing.

‘Right, why should I get so worked up about this?’

It’s an event, after all. 

It’s just a game, and I should enjoy it.

Maybe it will turn into a cheerful space where we laugh about troll picks.

Besides, even if the streamer team is hastily assembled, it’s unlikely they’ll win against the professional team’s strong organizational skills.

Looking at the event’s scheduled date, it doesn’t seem too difficult to pull off.

It’s not like the organizers expect us to fight for real.

Well, moving on from the game, the fan meeting at the end is a topic that piques my curiosity.

A fan meeting…

STK is a prestigious gaming team, so naturally, they have many fans, but this fan meeting also includes streamers.

At this point, I have a thought.

‘Are the streamers really popular enough to hold a fan meeting?’

Before I was summoned to this world, I wasn’t familiar with this industry, so I wondered if something like this was even possible.

Considering it’s held at the Soul Warfare official arena, maybe it’s actually happening.

‘I should probably dress properly for this.’

Suddenly, as I thought about what to wear, I felt a slight shiver.

The fact that I was even worried about such trivial matters felt silly, and I couldn’t help but smile wryly.

Ah, I’ve already decided. 

No need to overthink it.

I guess I am quite a busy person after all.

I didn’t have any negative or unpleasant thoughts about it.

This is just a good buildup for getting attention.

‘In the end, gaining fame is always like this, right?’

‘With tournaments, collaborations, and events… what’s next?’

It was then.

Bzzz!

An alert sound came from the smartphone I had placed on the desk.

I sluggishly fumbled for it and brought the phone up to my face.

‘Let’s see, who sent this?’

With that light thought, I checked the notification message.

“Huh?”


I unconsciously let out an exclamation in surprise.

I thought it was a spam message, but it turned out to be from someone unexpected.

[Ajin: Ma, I wanted to meet… I have something to say, sis.]

‘What could they want to say?’



 
  Chapter 103: Somehow, I survive


Going outside was a big decision for Ajin at the moment.

With both courage and confidence lost, she felt like she was carrying a mental disability.

Still, in broad daylight, she waited anxiously, dressed in an outfit that made it clear she had tried her best to look presentable.

‘My hair… is this okay?’

She had been postponing going outside, so with her naturally curly and frizzy hair, there was no way she could go out like that.

That’s why she spent the morning straightening it with a curling iron.

The outfit she was wearing was from a shopping mall, the one Sehee had bought her.

Since she was meeting Sehee, Ajin went out with her best attempt at dressing up, something she usually wouldn’t do.

Thanks to that, in this short amount of time, she found herself facing an unexpected difficulty in the middle of the street.

“Ugh!”

Feeling a passing gaze from the side, she instinctively shrank back and pressed herself against the wall.

Perhaps because of how much her personality had changed, she now reacted very sensitively to the gaze of others.

If anyone were to notice her, it would be easy to make fun of her for being overly self-conscious.

‘How many times had this happened already?’

‘Sehee… when will she arrive?’

She checked her watch out of impatience, but there were still 10 minutes left until the meeting time.

Every time someone glanced at her, she felt an overwhelming urge to scream and hide in a mouse hole.

Stupid Ajin.

Like a fool, she had come out early, excited for no reason, and now look at her.

She could’ve arrived just on time. 

Mentally scolding herself, she groaned in frustration.

***

Sigh.

Despite it being dyed, her pink hair fluttered in the spring breeze, clearly standing out.

“Ah!”

The wind, which was unusually strong for spring, blew hard enough to undo the curls she had carefully styled for an hour with a curling iron.

“Ugh!”

Unable to hold back her frustration, she stomped her foot in a gesture that was more meek than angry.

Ah, this is so frustrating. 

So annoying.

She couldn’t even cry in the middle of the street. 

Her insides felt like they were boiling.

The wind messing up her hair was irritating, and feeling so upset over a simple meeting was just pathetic.

Looking back, she had gone through something similar when going to Sehee’s house.

‘I envy them.’

As she watched the crowd passing by, Ajin stared blankly, her energy drained.

Before being summoned to this world, she could walk around the streets like that with confidence.

A hero who had accomplished feats that no one could challenge, now suffering from a curse, reduced to having extreme social anxiety.

It would probably be laughable to those passing by.

“Ha.”

With a short sigh, she tried to calm her gloomy heart.

At least she was meeting Sehee, so there was hope for some sort of salvation. 

‘And wasn’t this a meeting with Sehee?’

After hardship comes joy, she thought, just a little longer.

Only a few minutes remained.

In that short time, Ajin stubbornly held her ground, determined not to lose.

‘How many people would be suffering like me in this situation?’

She thought this while looking around.

Ajin’s gaze stopped at a certain point as she looked around.

‘A school uniform?’

‘If it had been just a regular school uniform, it wouldn’t have caught her attention.’

‘It was a school uniform, but strangely, it seemed too tight, as if the body was bursting out of it.’

‘No, maybe it was because the person’s body was so fit.’

‘It’s still daytime, though.’

‘The vacation season should have ended by now, and everyone should be at school, right?’

‘So why was this person lying on a chair like a homeless person?’

At first, she thought it might be a student with some kind of problem, but there was something oddly captivating about this person.

Something that stirred an unfulfilled thirst in her, keeping her gaze locked.

Then, it happened.

“Yup.”

“…?!”

At the sudden but familiar voice from behind, Ajin quickly turned around.

“Ah!”

Sehee’s finger, which lightly pinched her cheek, shared its warmth with Ajin’s skin, bringing more comfort than pain.

Looking back, it was funny.

Such light physical contact turned out to be the key to saving a cursed hero.

It was really just a cliché, one of those typical third-rate settings.

“What are you staring at?”

“Yeah, Ah!”

‘Was it the physical contact?’

Ajin felt that the usual stuttering caused by her social anxiety was gone.

As she regained her former lively self, she smiled brightly.

“There’s a weird person over there… Huh?”

The person Ajin had pointed to, who had been lying miserably on the chair earlier, was now nowhere to be found.

It was strange.

Well, that wasn’t important.

Turning her head back to Sehee, Ajin continued to babble at the shining goddess in front of her.

“Well, thank you. I have something to say… and, like… well…”

Her words, though filled with nothing of significance, failed to filter out any meaningful phrases from her heart.

Yet, Sehee calmly smiled and listened. 

When Ajin finished speaking, Sehee nodded, empathizing with her.

As expected of Sehee, so full of sensitivity.

Though she rambled on, the conclusion was clear.

She was hungry, so they should go eat.

Lunch was soon, and eating first seemed like the priority.

With the destination set, the only task left was to walk there energetically.

Before they started, Sehee casually extended her left arm to Ajin.

Ajin praised herself for not asking a foolish question like “Why are you doing this?” as she carefully wrapped her arm around Sehee’s.

It felt like a display of friendship and loyalty, like two close sisters showing off their bond. 

It made Ajin’s chest puff up with pride.

“Your hands are so cold.”

“Uh, hmm… Maybe it’s because I came out a little early and stood around.”

“Mm, I see?”

Perhaps it was the cold wind, but now that she noticed, Ajin wasn’t just cold in her hands, but her whole body seemed to have gotten chilly.

Sehee glanced at Ajin and began searching her mind for a suitable place to eat.

Not just any indoor place, but somewhere a little cozier, a place with more substance.

Soon, she thought of the perfect place.

‘Ah, this might be the place.’

It was a place she had never been before, but from the reviews she had seen in videos and photos, it seemed to fit their current situation perfectly.

“I know a good place. They have rice bowls and udon. Is that okay?”

“Yeah! I love that!”

Seeing Ajin’s excitement, Sehee smiled softly.

“Shall we go?”

“Yes!”

The light radiating from the hand Ajin held seemed to soothe her broken heart, the one shattered by the curse.

It was so kind, and yet, it felt like something she could become addicted to…

Like a baby koala clinging to its mother, Ajin tightened her grip on Sehee’s arm.

It was only now, by being here together, that she realized how much Sehee meant in her life.

She was so important, a central figure.

Ajin had to admit it again.

It wasn’t that she didn’t like it.

It was just… her resolve for the future, which was already strong, became even firmer.

‘Stupid head, I’ve been with her this whole time.’

So now, it’s my turn.

Just for today, I want to be with Sehee.

This arm I’m holding…

‘Please, let it last forever.’

Amidst the deep wounds in her heart, Ajin felt the healing with every moment spent with Sehee.

Even if more challenges came her way, ‘it didn’t matter’, she thought.

Still… somehow, I’ll keep going.

A day filled with exhaustion of both body and mind.

All hope shattered, living in resignation for months, just barely hanging on.

No longer conscious of the gazes around her, she lay down on a bench by the street, taking a rest.

The reason she chose this place, despite the embarrassment, was simple.

The music flowing out from the shop, a ballad-style song, reached her ears.

When she turned her back to the bench, no one was in her view, and she could simply enjoy the music.

As she lay there, her tired body slowly relaxing, she suddenly felt a strange sensation pricking her back.

She realized that someone was staring at her intently.

Normally, she would ignore it, but for some reason, it was impossible to overlook.

A small curiosity bloomed within her weary heart, and she turned her head slightly to look behind.

At the end of her gaze, she saw a woman with pink hair staring directly at her.

‘Why is she looking at me like that?’

‘What? Am I a joke?’

Her frustration rose, but that anger was quickly suppressed by the reality before her.

Hunger, the harsh reality…


	Gurgle.



“I’m so hungry.”

“No, now it’s starting to feel like stomach pain.”

“How long has it been since I ate? Maybe three days?”

She dug through her pockets, but there was nothing left.

“Ha, haha…”

The laughter that came out from not being able to quench her thirst only deepened her misery.

As a minor, finding a proper job was hard, and the world seemed so cold to her now.

Still, her survival instinct was strong. 


Even though she felt full of despair, her body moved honestly.

She got up and started moving, determined to find a place to eat.

Even though she had saved many people, she couldn’t even save herself in her sorrow…

Still… somehow, I’ll keep going.



 
  Chapter 104: Want to join?


The escort’s steps were light and lively.

‘How did she navigate through the dense crowd so effortlessly without any trouble?’

‘Were people just moving out of her way naturally?’

‘Or was it thanks to her crazy drift-like inertia step?’

It felt almost like the miracle of Moses, parting the Red Sea.

In the midst of the chaotic crowd, Ajin’s head was spinning as her eyes darted around.

Even before being summoned to this world, such swift and nimble movements would have been overwhelming.

Maybe it felt even faster because of the surrounding people.

Sehee led the way, turning into a place off the roadside.

The two entered a building that appeared to be very clean on the outside.

As they walked through the hallway inside, a uniquely decorated shop came into view.

“Here we are.”

“Here?”

The sign read ‘Jokbal Café & Bar.’

‘Jokbal? Not bad, but… her sister? At a Jokbal place?’

‘For Sehee, I imagined something wild yet elegant.’

If Pepe had been here, he probably would have shouted, “What even is wild yet elegant, you dweeb?”

But Ajin had firmly settled on that impression of Sehee.

They opened the door and stepped inside, greeted by a warm-looking employee.

“Welcome! Two of you?”

“Yes. Are there any vacant foot bath rooms available?”

“There are still a few left. Would you like one of those?”

“Yes, please.”

Ajin tilted her head slightly as she watched Sehee converse so naturally.

‘Huh? Has she been here before?’

Following the staff down the interior hallway, they arrived at an open room.

When Ajin saw the setup, her eyes widened in surprise.

It wasn’t a traditional seating area. 

The table had a large, recessed space underneath, where steaming hot water filled a basin.

“Before entering, please use this to wipe your feet. If your pants make it difficult, we have special bath pants available in the changing room over there. Would you like to place your order now?”

“We’ll order after we settle in.”

“Alright. Please enjoy your time.”

‘Wow. What is this place?’

Watching Sehee handle everything so smoothly, Ajin felt like she’d been completely outmaneuvered.

It was like being a passenger handing over all responsibility to a bus driver.

As Ajin stood there in a daze, Sehee retrieved the bath pants and headed to the changing room.

‘Oh, right. She’s wearing pants.’

‘I’m wearing a skirt, so… should I be fine?’

‘Do I just wipe my feet with this and soak them?’

Since this was her first time in a place like this, everything felt unfamiliar, making her move cautiously.

“Hmm? You haven’t soaked your feet yet?”

“Uh, no… I mean…”

Emerging from the changing room, Sehee smiled at the sight of the flustered Ajin.

She thought to herself, ‘Really, she’s one of those people you have to take care of from start to finish.’

Still, it wasn’t a bad feeling.

‘It’s like looking after a younger sibling from the same hometown.’

“Take off your socks, wipe your feet with the tissue they gave us, and dip them in the water. We’ll order food later.”

“Just wipe and soak, that’s it?”

“Exactly~. What else would you need? It’s just a foot bath place.”

When she dipped her feet into the basin after wiping them, the warmth rose from her legs and spread upward.

‘Feels nice.’

Bathhouses and saunas that heated the entire body were great, but this gentle, soothing warmth was a different kind of comfort.

Sehee couldn’t remember exactly how she’d discovered this place.

Maybe… it was during a random link-surfing session after watching a camping video.

The atmosphere and reviews had seemed promising, so she’d made a mental note to visit.

Indeed, it turned out to be quite the delightful spot.

“Ahhh.”

The warmth seemed to bring a sense of relaxation and fatigue to Ajin.

The tension in her calves and feet began to ease, and her body felt lighter.

It was still too early for spring warmth, so the lingering cold weather made this foot bath feel like a perfectly timed treat.

“What do you want to eat? They say the shabu-shabu here is pretty good.”

“Wait, what?”

‘A shabu-shabu? Isn’t this a Jokbal place?’

As Ajin blinked in confusion, Sehee explained with a gentle smile.

“I read online that it’s not a true Jokbal place. The ‘Jok’ in the name refers to the foot baths. It’s more of a café-restaurant that serves a variety of dishes, and their shabu-shabu gets good reviews.”

“I’m fine with anything. Tteokbokki would be nice too.”

Anywhere would be fine as long as I’m eating with her. 

Even a server room would do.

While they waited for their food, Sehee looked at the completely relaxed Ajin with curiosity.

“You really are different.”

“Huh? What do you mean?”

“You’re usually so hesitant and unsure, but when you’re with me, you seem so calm.”

“Well, that’s just how it is. Being with you weakens the curse.”

‘How lively and cheerful I would be without it.’

Without this curse or the world’s oppressive restraints, I could’ve been a super editor by now.

I’d delegate all my work to clones and enjoy 365 days of vacation every year.

Letting out a small, wistful laugh, Ajin murmured, “But it’s okay.”

“I met you, didn’t I.”

Her innocent, childlike laugh filled the air, but then a strange sensation approached her toes.

“Eep?”

“Where did you learn such sly temptations, my dear Ajin?”

“Hehehe.”

The conversation paused there.

As the ordered food was served and set on the table, the two quietly stared at the dishes while savoring the warmth of the foot bath below.

Once the space was just the two of them again, the bubbling sound of the boiling broth grew more distinct.

Ajin, glancing at her companion, seemed to be gauging Sehee’s reaction.

From here on, it might require a lot of courage and determination.

This could be the most difficult and daunting moment for her.

But…

“Sehee.”

If she stayed silent, nothing would change.

Her fear of being cornered into helplessness pushed Ajin to mumble.

“Do you remember what you said before? About wanting to keep me by your side, even if I was a bit of an airhead?”

“Oh, that?”

“You mentioned moving into your house back then. Can I talk about it now?”

She finally said it.

If it were anyone other than Sehee, she wouldn’t have even dreamed of having this conversation.

Once the words left her mouth, she felt a sense of relief, clearer and fresher than ever.

‘So that’s why she wanted to meet me today.’

No wonder she suddenly sent a message.

Sehee nodded.

“I… If it’s okay, I’d like to stay at your place. You mentioned there were plenty of empty rooms downstairs. Would that… be alright?”

“Sure. As long as you come, it’s fine.”

She answered so casually.

“No, wait! It’s not something to take lightly. Your house seemed really nice, and I don’t have the kind of deposit to afford something like that. How would that even work?”

Ajin vividly remembered how spacious each room was, easily dozens of square meters.

She figured Sehee must have some kind of plan, so she decided to ask.

And the answer was surprisingly simple.

“Just bring yourself and your belongings. Don’t worry about money.”

“R-Really? Are you sure?”

“Of course. I intended it for that purpose anyway. Besides…”

Sehee scratched her cheek, a slightly awkward smile appearing on her face.

“You can leave anytime you want. There’s no need to feel obligated or worried about me.”

“W-What does that mean?”

“If you live at my place for about a year, the curse will naturally dissipate. By then, you’ll be free from it, Ajin. Whether you stay or go afterward is entirely up to you. Not that I’m asking you to leave, though. I’d actually prefer if you stayed.”

Ajin blinked, processing her words.

Dayoung had already been freed from her curse, thanks to eliminating an external source.

In contrast, Ajin’s curse was internal, embedded in her body, requiring time to neutralize and lift.

Fortunately, it didn’t require complicated rituals—just staying within the barrier Sehee had set up at her home.

Since Ajin’s primary work as an editor kept her home most of the time, a year was more than enough for her to return to normalcy.

Sehee didn’t want to hide this fact. 

It would be wrong, even cruel, to deceive Ajin about her future.

“You’re amazing, Sehee.”

“Huh?”

“You’ve already prepared a solution to save me.”

That’s just how things turned out.

Ajin, pulling out a piece of cooked meat, ate it as if trying to mask her nervousness.

“To be honest, I’ve thought about a lot of things since meeting you and Dayoung and the conclusion I’ve come to is…”

“I want to stay connected to you for a long, long time.”

“Really?”

Sehee’s calm reaction made Ajin fiddle awkwardly with her chopsticks.

She hastily continued.

“So please, don’t say things like I can leave whenever or that such a day might come. To me, this bond with you is incredibly precious. Because… I’ve always been the one saving others, never the one being saved. You’re the one who truly saved me, Sehee. You’re my hero.”

Her words grew longer, and her lips dried out slightly. 

She took a sip of water to moisten them.

“Dayoung… no, I mean, Dayoung too probably feels the same way I do.”

Sehee, who had been silently listening, fixed her gaze on Ajin and asked in a cool tone.

“If you understand Dayoung’s feelings, do you also understand that they won’t be reciprocated?”

Ajin nodded at Sehee’s firm demeanor.

Sehee had turned down Dayoung’s confession.

It wasn’t because of gender or anything like that. 

Sehee didn’t have romantic feelings for her.

Her only desire was to gather heroes and live alongside them.

The same went for Ajin and any other heroes they might encounter in the future.

If someone’s affection for her forced them to act unnaturally, Sehee would need to reevaluate everything.

Ajin, looking directly at Sehee’s unfamiliar cold expression, nodded firmly.

And then…

“…Yeah. I like this connection we have. That’s more than enough for me.”

Ajin smiled brightly, conveying her honest feelings.

It didn’t have to be a romantic relationship.

Bonds didn’t need to take just one form.

As long as they could laugh and share happiness in the same space, that was enough.

Ajin wanted to rid herself of the curse and keep this thread of connection as a hero.

That’s what Sehee truly wanted, and Ajin thought she could contribute to it in her way.

“Alright.”

Sehee’s short reply carried the weight of understanding everything Ajin had just said.

“When will you move in?”

“I’ll contact you as soon as I have a date.”

***

The soft sensation at her toes startled Ajin.

As her feet wiggled in response, Sehee spoke gently.

“Prepare your room in advance. I’m using the top floor, but there’s enough space for six units below. Or do you want to come over and see for yourself?”

“O-Okay.”

“Good job.”


“Hehehe…”

As Sehee leaned down to pat her head, Ajin’s pink, curly hair swayed.

Despite the spring breeze leaving it slightly tousled, the traces of a carefully styled perm remained.

Even with the curse weighing on her, it was clear how much effort she had put into her appearance.



 
  Chapter 105: A Wild Hero Has Appeared






STK 연습실은 언제나처럼 분주하다.
코치진은 이번 스크림의 데이터를 뽑아서 분석하기 바빴고, 선수 간에 피드백 역시 활발히 진행된다.
“자, 스크림 일정은 모두 끝났지? 빨리 다음 연습 들어가자.”
분위기를 환기할 겸 큰 목소리로 주목을 이끈 코치의 선언.
스크림은 2:1로 STK의 승리로 이어졌다.
팀이 워낙 전성기요 고점을 달리는 중이라, 실제 경기든 스크림이든 패왕처럼 상대를 압도하는 것은 예사였다.
그런데도 지금, 이 순간만큼은 그들 모두 승자의 기쁨을 전혀 내비치지 않는다.
기묘한 분위기가 팀 전체를 맴돈다고, 은하는 느꼈다.
하기야 어찌 모르겠는가. 그 분위기의 제공자, 원인이 바로 자신인 것을.
곧 다가올 프리시즌에 누구보다 빠르게 적응하기 위해서, 모두 휴가 일부를 반납하고 숙소로 복귀하더라.
아니, 이는 어디까지나 표면적인 이유일 뿐, 진짜는 따로 있었지만 말이다.
가장 큰 계기가 된 것이 저번 난투 대회에서 있음을 모를 사람은 이 공간에 없을 터.
하지만 팀원 모두 그 이야기를 굳이 입 밖으로 꺼내지 않았다.
이른바 금기가 된 것이다. 그 이유를 은하는 알 수 있었다.
같은 프로였으니까.
‘자존심에 스크래치 제대로 긁힌 셈이지.’
솔로 랭크에서 아마추어를 상대로 질 수 있다.
일대일을 목적으로 하지 않은 팀 게임이니까.
게임 중 재수 없게 당한다 한들, 팀 게임의 흐름에 따라 변수가 적용되는 일이라 대다수라 그냥 똥 밟았다 생각하고 가볍 게 복기하는 수준이 다였으니.
물론 간혹가다 아마추어에게 당하는 일이 없는 것은 아니다.
하지만, 보통은 게임 내에 허용되는 선에서 당했다는 느낌이 강했다.
문제는 이번 난투대회 때 그 문제가 터진 것이다.
외부 개입 없이, 순수하게 개인 기량으로 부딪히며 싸웠고, 결국 연꽃이 졌다.
단순히 진 것이 아니다.
프리데와 연꽃의 싸움을 보고 모두가 느꼈을 것이다.
아무리 복기해본 들, 동일한 의문이 꼬리를 물고 느껴졌겠지.
내가 저 사람을 이길 수 있을 것인가 하는 그런 자신의 실력에 대한 의심이 말이다.
아무리 마지막 브이로그로 훈훈하게 끝난 듯 했어도, 그런 절망적인 관망 속에서 자존심에 스크래치가 그어진 것은 분명
하다.
웃긴 것은 정작 그 사건의 당사자 중 한 명인 은하는 별다른 감흥이 없었다는 점이다.
프리데와 연꽃의 결투에서 패배했다는 자괴감보다, 언니를 만날 수 있었다는 기쁨이 더 컸기 때문이라.
그래서일까, 태평한 본인과 다르게 가라앉은 지금의 팀 분위기에, 정작 그녀로서 살짝 당혹스러웠다.
‘한 판 깨졌다고 너무들 날이 섰네.’
만약 내가 아니라 다른 팀원이 언니와 싸웠다면 어떻게 되었을까.
그러면 나도 지금의 저들처럼 속으로 흠집 난 자존심을 애써 어루만지며, 눈에 불을 켜고 연습에 매진하고 있었을까?
은하는 고개를 저었다.
알 수 없는 일이다.
다만 분명한 것은 은하에게 있어 그것은 좋은 인연의 효시로 받아들인 것이다.
언니를 상대로 싸울 수 있어서… 지금에 이르러서는 새로운 인연으로 연결되었으니.
프리데의 얼굴이, 세희 언니의 얼굴이 떠오르자 머릿속에 새로운 상상이 정신없이 뒤엉키기 시작했다.
언제 한 번 다시 놀러 갈까.
아, 조금 더 일찍 알았더라면 이번 휴가 시즌에 멀리 여행이라도 다녀오는 건데.
이제 팀원들도 돌아와 다음 시즌을 대비한 담금질이 한창이라, 따로 몸을 뺄 수 없는 지금이 이토록 아쉬울 수 없었다.
‘진정하자. 기회가 이번만 있는 것도 아니고.’
그래, 기회는 얼마든지 찾아오는 법이니.
나중에 제주도라던가, 멀리 바닷가로 한 번 놀러 가보자.
고기도 같이 구워 먹고, 바닷바람 쐬면서 바닷가를 같이 걸어가는 것도 좋겠지.
상상에 상상을 거듭하던 은하는 절로 모르게 포근한 미소가 지어졌다.
그때였다.
“헤이, 솔랭전사에게 탈곡기처럼 탈탈 털린 연꽃양, 나랑 듀오 하지 않겠는가?”
옆에서 다가오는 깐죽대는 목소리에 상념에서 깨어난 은하는 눈살을 찌푸리며 대응했다.
“하? 나가 죽어.”
“아니 찬혁이도 그렇고 다들 솔랭한다잖아. 난 듀오가 당기는데 할 사람이 이제 너밖에 안남음.”
“그 전에 탈곡기처럼 탈탈 털렸다는 게 뭔데. 왜 시비야? 댁이라고 뭐 달랐을 거 같음?”
“아니, 내가 나갔어도 깨졌을 듯.”
낙천적인 웃음에 은하는 일순 말을 잃었으나, 곧 고개를 절레절레 저었다.
이 남자, 윤수는 찬혁이와 더불어 은하 입장에서 상대하기 귀찮은 축에 속했다.
김찬혁은 워든이라는 네임드 유저라는 점이 크게 다가왔지만, 윤수는 그야말로 깐죽거리는 익살꾸러기 그 자체였으니까.
그 성격이 팀의 분위기를 만들어주기도 하지만, 간혹 뇌절하면 갑분싸를 만들기도 충분했다.
“나 이벤트 전 썰 들은 거 있는데. 그중에 대박 정보 있음. 듀오 해주면 말해줄게. 흐흐.”
전혀 사악하지 않은, 오히려 인터넷 찌질이같은 웃음에 은하는 기가 찼다.
“뭐래, 뭔데 그래.’
“1
“어허, 맨입으로 되겠습니까? 나랑 듀오 10판만 뛰어주셈.”
“지랄. 5판.”
“힝.”
다 큰 남자가 힝은 무슨.
“그래서, 그 대박 정보란게 뭔데? 아무것도 아니면 가만 안 둘 거야.”
“워, 기대하시라. 다름 아닌…….”
평소의 실눈이 살짝 떠지며, 윤수는 은하를 향해 소곤소곤 말했다.
“이번 이벤트 전 스트리머 초청해서 한다는데, 거기 프리데도 끼어있는 듯.”
“언니가?”
“엥? 언니? 너 그 누나랑 벌써 친해짐?”
아뿔싸.
순간의 방심으로 괜한 빌미를 주었구나.
“우와 대박. 은하 너 프리데 누나랑 아는 사이야? 설마 그때 브이로그 영상이 계기였어? 설마 직접 만난 거? 듀오 계획
은?”
“아니, 잠깐 멈춰봐.”
“아니, 그게 아니지. 이거 우리 팀원 다 알아야 하는 거 아니야? 나 프리데 방송 구독까지 했는데. 혹시 나랑 합방해줄 생 각은 없대? 아예 STK 프차 스트리머로 오는 건? 얼공한거 보고 나 바로 팬 됐어. 구독 알림 풀코스 다함.”






아, 재잘재잘 시끄럽게.
연속으로 폭격하는 아가리 맹공에 은하는 정신이 살짝 어지러워지기까지 했다.
아니, 그보다 언니가 대회에 참가한다고?
은하의 입가에 작은 미소가 지어졌다.
족욕 하면서 밥 먹는 안락함은 효과가 굉장하다는 것을 이번 기회로 깨달았다.
몸이 따듯한 채로 뱃속에 포만감까지 차오르면 누구나 몸이 늘어지겠지.
덕분에 자리를 끝마치기까지 시간이 오래 걸리더라.
몸과 마음을 따듯하게 메운 상태라, 가게에서 나온 지금은 차가운 바람도 시원하게 느껴진다.
“후아앙, 너무 졸려.”
“그러네, 계속 따듯하게 있었으니까. 조금 쉬었다 갈까?”
“응.”
자그맣게 고개를 끄덕이는 모습이 퍽 귀엽네.
그나저나 어디로 가야 할까. 근처에 휴식처가 있으려나. 수면실도 있었으면 좋겠는데.
머릿속으로 떠오른 곳은 만화방이 제격이긴 한데.
볼 것도 있고, 간식거리에 수면실도 있으니까.
한번 알아보자는 마음에 한창 검색하던 와중, 다른 이의 손이 내 손을 살포시 덮었다.
“언니. 그… 우리 집은 어때?”
“너희 집?”
“응, 언니 집이랑 비교하면 많이 누추하지만, 그래도 편히 쉴 수 있을 거야.”
아진이 치고 꽤 당돌한 제의였지만, 생각해보면 괜찮을 것 같았다.
혼자서 집까지 보내기에는 불안한 마음도 있으니까. 이곳저곳 돌아다니는 것보다 더 편안하고 좋겠지.
“그럼 가볼까?”
“이, 이예!”
신나서 방방 뛰는 모습.
하기야, 이런 기분은 나도 알 것 같았다.
어린 시절 친구들을 집에 초대했을 때 나도 지금 아진처럼 신나서 방방 뛰었거든.
내 방에서 친구들과 한데 모여 작당을 하는 것은 꽤 재미있는 일이 아닐 수 없다.
그러다가 엄마가 간식이라도 가져오면 더욱더 그러하고 말이지.
PC 게임 중에서 몇몇 재미있는 것들을 돌아가면서 플레이하는 것이 얼마나 재미있던지.
뭐, 그런 추억도 초등학교 졸업하고 사라진 지 오래였지만.
친구가 없다던가, 그런 암울한 이야기가 아니었다.
다들 모이는 장소가 PC방으로 고정되었을 뿐이니까.
솔직히 말하면 이 세계 소환 전에도 남의 집에는 딱히 방문한 적이 없어서, 다영의 집에 처음 방문했던 날은 꽤 기억이 남
을 수밖에 없더라.
이번에는 다영이가 아닌, 아진이네 집으로 가게 된다. 과연 어떨까.
말해주기로는, 평범하게 자취를 한다고 하는데.
새로운 공간에 발을 들어서는 것은 그만큼 낯설면서도 기대감을 충족시키는 무언가가 있는지라.
어느샌가 아진의 손을 잡고 걸음을 재촉하는 것은 내 쪽이 되어 있더라.
“편집은 집에서만 하는 거야? 가족은?”
“응, 본가는 지방에 있고. 나만 상경했어. 원래는 편집 외주 맡아서 하고 있었는데 꽤 어렵더라.”
다행히 복귀하고 나서 상경한 거라 다행이다,
만약 이 세계 소환 전에 서울로 상경했다면 귀환해서 꽤 골치 아팠을 거다,
평소에는 듣지 못했던 아진의 이야기를 이참에 들을 수 있었다.
만약 나와 만나지 못했다면, 이 아이는 본가로 쓸쓸히 귀향해야 했을지도.
그러면 저주는 해주 하지 못한 채, 일생을 그렇게 보내야 했겠지.
새삼 타이밍 늦지 않게 잘 만났다는 생각이 들었다.
그때였다.
저 멀리서 흐느적거리며 걸어가는 좀비, 아니 학생이 보였다.
어느 학교 출신인지 알 수 없으나, 대충 체격을 보면 고등학생이지 않을까 생각한다.
교복은 치수에 문제가 있는지 모르겠지만, 지금 몸에 걸친 주인의 사이즈에는 많이 부족해 보였다.
머리는 엉겨 붙었고 눈앞에 다크서클이 잔뜩 진 채, 근래 먹은 게 없는 탓인지 볼이 홀쭉했고.
사실 교복만 아니었다면, 어디 노숙자라 해도 모자람이 없을 만큼 볼품없는 행색이었다.
“언니, 왜 그래?”
옆에서 아진이 물어봤지만, 나는 눈앞의 저 소년에게 집중되어 대답할 겨를이 없었다.
내 반응이 없자 시선을 따라 저 앞을 본 아진은, 곧 신기하듯 탄성을 터뜨리며 말했다.
“아, 저 애 나 알아. 아까도 봤어.”
“…뭐?”
이거… 인연이 꽤 깊은 것 같다.
다음화 보기



The STK practice room was as busy as ever.

The coaches were preoccupied with analyzing data from the latest scrim, and the players were actively exchanging feedback.

“Alright, the scrims are all done, right? Let’s get straight into the next round of practice.”

A coach raised his voice to rally the team, trying to reset the mood.

The scrim had ended in a 2:1 victory for STK.

The team was at its peak, dominating like champions in both actual matches and scrims alike.

Even so, at this moment, not one of them looked remotely happy about winning.

Eunha sensed a strange tension hanging over the entire team.

Well, how could she not? She was the source of that atmosphere.

To quickly adapt to the upcoming preseason, everyone had cut their vacation short and returned to the dorm.

But that was only the official excuse. 

The real reason was something else entirely.

There wasn’t a single person in the room unaware of what had really triggered this—what had happened at the last brawl tournament.

Still, no one brought it up.

It had become something of a taboo.

And Eunha understood why.

They were all pros.

‘Their pride really took a hit.’

It’s possible to lose to an amateur in solo ranked games.

After all, it’s a team game, not meant for one-on-one duels.

Even if you get unlucky and lose during a match, most just chalk it up to bad luck and move on after a quick review.

Sure, sometimes you get outplayed by an amateur.

But usually, it feels like something that could reasonably happen within the limits of the game.

The problem was what happened at that brawl tournament.

There were no outside factors—just raw individual skill clashing head-on.

And in the end, Eunha lost.

It wasn’t just a loss.

Everyone who watched the duel between Friede and Eunha must have felt it.

No matter how much they replayed it in their heads, the same doubt would gnaw at them.

‘Could I ever beat that person?’ That creeping uncertainty in their own abilities.

Even if the final vlog wrapped everything up on a friendly note, that feeling of helplessness—scratching at their pride—was undeniable.

The funny thing was, Eunha, one of the people directly involved, didn’t feel particularly affected.

Because rather than regret over losing to Friede, she was more overjoyed to have met her sister again.

Maybe that’s why, unlike her calm demeanor, she was slightly confused by how somber the team atmosphere had become.

‘All this fuss just because I lost one match?’

What if someone else had fought her sister instead of her?

Would she be like them now—trying to patch up her bruised ego while grinding practice with fire in her eyes?

Eunha shook her head.

No way to know.

But one thing was clear—Eunha saw that match as the beginning of a meaningful bond.

She was able to fight her sister… and that encounter had turned into a new connection.

As Friede’s face—her sister Sehee’s face—came to mind, Eunha’s thoughts spiraled into wild daydreams.

Maybe she should go visit again sometime.

Ah, if only she’d known a bit earlier, she could’ve taken a proper trip during this vacation season.

Now that the team was back and deep into preseason training, there was no way she could step away. 

It was such a shame.

‘Calm down. It’s not like this is your only chance.’

Yes, chances always come back around.

She’d go to Jeju Island someday, or maybe some beach far away.

‘Grill some meat together, walk along the shore with the sea breeze blowing—wouldn’t that be perfect?’

As her imagination piled on top of itself, Eunha couldn’t help but smile softly.

That’s when it happened.

“Hey, Eunha, who got completely thrashed by a solo queue warrior, wanna duo with me?”

Snapped out of her thoughts by the teasing voice nearby, Eunha frowned in response.

“Huh? Drop dead.”

“Come on, even Chan-hyuk and the others are grinding solo queue. I want to duo, and you’re all I’ve got left.”

“And what do you mean ‘thrashed like a threshing machine’? You picking a fight or what? You think you would’ve done any better?”

“Honestly? I probably would’ve lost too.”

Eunha was momentarily speechless at Yoonsoo’s laid-back grin, then shook her head in disbelief.

This guy, Yoonsoo, along with Chan-hyuk, was one of the teammates she found the most annoying to deal with.

Chan-hyuk’s name value as the user “Warden” made him a force, but Yoonsoo… he was just a nonstop jokester.

Sure, his personality helped lift the team’s mood, but if he went too far, he could just as easily kill the vibe.

“I heard some juicy stuff before the event. Got a real bombshell. I’ll tell you if you duo with me. Hehe.”

That laugh wasn’t evil—it was more like some cringy internet troll. Eunha was unimpressed.

“What are you even on about?”

“Tsk tsk. You expect me to spill for free? Just play ten duo matches with me.”

“Get lost. Five.”

“Aww…”

A grown man saying “aww”… seriously.

“So? What’s this so-called bombshell? If it’s nothing, you’re dead.”

“Oho, brace yourself. It’s none other than…”

With a rare twinkle in his usually squinted eyes, Yoonsoo leaned in and whispered to Eunha.

“The upcoming event’s gonna feature invited streamers—and I heard Friede’s one of them.”

“My sister is?”

“Wait, your sister? You’re already that close with her?”

Crap.

She let that slip too easily.

“No way. Eunha, you actually know Friede? Was it because of that vlog? Did you meet her in person? Are you planning to duo again?”

“Wait, just hold on a sec.”

“No, think about it! Shouldn’t the whole team know this? I even subscribed to Friede’s stream! Think she’d do a collab with me? Or maybe become STK’s exclusive featured streamer? I saw her face and instantly became a fan. Subscribed, turned on alerts—the whole package.”

***

‘Ah, so noisy and chatty.’

Sehee felt slightly dizzy from the nonstop verbal bombardment.

Wait—did she just say she’s entering the competition?

A small smile formed on Sehee’s lips.

She realized just how effective the comfort of eating while soaking her feet could be.

With her body warm and her stomach full, it was no wonder she felt completely relaxed.

Thanks to that, it took quite a while to finish the meal.

Now that her body and heart were thoroughly warmed, even the cold breeze outside the shop felt refreshing.

“Fuwaaah, I’m so sleepy.”

“Yeah, we stayed warm for a while. Should we rest a bit before heading out?”

“Mm.”

The way she gave a small nod was incredibly cute.

But now, where should they go? Is there a nearby place to rest? It’d be great if there was a nap room.

The first place that came to mind was a comic book café.

It had things to look at, snacks, and even nap rooms.

While she was in the middle of searching for one, someone gently placed a hand over hers.

“Unni. Um… what about my place?”

“Your house?”

“Yeah, it’s a lot more modest compared to yours, but I think you’ll still be able to rest comfortably.”

It was a surprisingly bold suggestion coming from Ajin, but on second thought, it didn’t seem like a bad idea.

Sehee felt uneasy about sending Ajin home alone, and going to her place seemed better than wandering around.

“Alright, should we go?”

“Y-Yes!”

Ajin bounced with excitement.

Well, Sehee could understand the feeling.

She used to jump around like that too whenever she invited friends over as a child.

Gathering in her room to plot and play with friends had always been a lot of fun.

Especially when her mom brought out snacks—it made things even better.

Taking turns playing fun PC games together was such a thrill back then.

Though, those memories had long faded after graduating from elementary school.

Not because she didn’t have friends or anything depressing like that.

It was just that everyone eventually defaulted to meeting up at PC cafés.

Honestly, even before getting summoned to this world, she rarely visited other people’s houses, so the day she first visited Dayoung’s place was still quite vivid in her memory.

And this time, she would be visiting Ajin’s house instead of Dayoung’s. She wondered what it would be like.

Ajin said she lived alone in a rented place.

There’s always something both unfamiliar and exciting about stepping into a new space.

Before she realized it, it was Sehee who was now holding Ajin’s hand and hurrying along.

“Do you only edit at home? What about your family?”

“Yeah, my parents live in the countryside. I’m the only one who moved to the city. I used to do freelance editing work, but it was pretty tough.”

Good thing she moved to Seoul after returning from the other world.

If she had moved before the summoning, going back home would’ve been a huge headache.

For once, Sehee got to hear a side of Ajin she hadn’t before.

If they hadn’t met, Ajin might have had to return home alone and empty-handed.

She would’ve spent her life like that—unable to lift her curse.

Sehee was once again grateful that they had met at just the right time.

***

It was then that she saw him.

In the distance, someone stumbled along—like a zombie. No, it was a student.

She couldn’t tell which school he was from, but judging from his build, he looked like a high schooler.

His uniform seemed ill-fitting, too small for his body.

His hair was matted, and dark circles hung heavy under his eyes. 

His cheeks were sunken, like he hadn’t eaten properly in a while.

If it weren’t for the school uniform, one could easily mistake him for a homeless person.

“Unni, what’s wrong?”

Ajin asked beside her, but Sehee was too focused on the boy in front of them to respond.


Seeing no reply, Ajin followed her gaze and let out an intrigued gasp.

“Oh, I know that guy. I saw him earlier too.”

“…What?”

This… might be a more fated encounter than she expected.



 
  Chapter 106: It’s Yuri


I wasn’t particularly focusing on that boy for any specific reason.

It was just that…

“Hero detected.”

My hero sensor was ringing. 

It was like finding a wild hero in the middle of nowhere.

“Huh? Wh-what?”

The one with the trembling pupils was Ajin.

“Big sis, is that boy really a hero too?”

“Hmm, the chances are high. At the very least, that child…”

Her whispering near my ear, trying hard not to make a fuss but asking with a shy curiosity, felt incredibly cute.

She didn’t seem happy to see him; instead, her expression was clearly flustered. 

Well, that’s to be expected when you suddenly come across a hero.

When I first met you, Dayoung was the same way.

“He’s openly carrying that kind of curse, so he must be one.”

“Eek!”

This curse, denser and more hostile than anything Dayoung or Ajin had faced before, felt like it was cursing him with, ‘Let’s see how far you fall.’

It had been quite some time since I’d seen such a state in person.

I carefully observed him again.

These days, even zombies in movies run fast, but the way he walked so feebly was rather unusual.

People around him murmured and stepped aside, as if even mere contact with him would infect them with a zombie virus. 

The ominous atmosphere he exuded was undeniable.

His greasy, unkempt hair, dark circles that seemed to dig into his face, and the filthy grime on his skin and clothes – even from a distance, he looked and smelled like pure disaster.

It was hard to believe such a figure could be a hero.

Normally, I’d throw something like a ball to capture the hero, but a sudden thought made me turn to Ajin instead.

“What do you want to do?”

“Huh?”

“Should we go talk to him? Or just leave?”

From Ajin’s perspective, leaving wouldn’t be a big issue.

She could move into my house, slowly lift her curse, and eventually enjoy a peaceful modern life, far from the hardships of being a hero.

Frankly, whether that boy succumbed to his curse or not wasn’t something we needed to care about.

And yet, I asked the question anyway. 

Maybe, deep down, I was hoping for something.

When more heroes like him joined us, I hoped those already with us wouldn’t feel alienated.

When it was just Dayoung, recruiting Ajin wasn’t difficult.

I only had to explain things to Dayoung.

But the more heroes we take in, the more entangled and complicated relationships will become, like a spider’s web.

In the worst case, division among the heroes might lead to some of them leaving.

Thinking about that future, I wanted to hear Ajin’s thoughts clearly.

“Um, well…”

Her eyes rolled around as if I could hear her brain working furiously.

A cold spring breeze swept past, and despite the chill, beads of sweat formed on her forehead from how hard she was thinking.

Ajin was definitely using her brain at full capacity.

“Well, in my opinion… we should at least talk to him.”

“Really? What if he’s a hero? Should we save him?”

“Huh? Why ask that all of a sudden?”

I countered her trembling question with a soft smile.

“If more heroes keep joining, I might have less time for you, you know?”

“Eek!”

Her pupils quivered, her focus vanished, and her face turned pale… ‘Was this panic?’

“Ah, I mean… Well…”

As I stared at her, Ajin dropped her gaze, unable to meet my eyes.

She hesitated, her lips moving soundlessly. 

My sudden question left her fumbling for an answer.

But this was a test for me as well.

‘What would I do if Ajin refused?’

‘What if Dayoung opposed it too?’

‘Would I leave Dayoung and Ajin to go their separate ways while recruiting other heroes?’

Though I kept a soft smile, my heart burned with tension.

It wasn’t a battle or a confrontation, but this kind of suspense felt strangely refreshing.

***

Just before the student disappeared from sight, she finally spoke.

“I… I still want you to save the heroes, big sis.”

“…!”

When she looked up, her eyes were reddened, though the reason was unclear.

Her expression carried a storm of emotions, as if it was hard to speak but something she couldn’t ignore.

Seeing her like that, I wasn’t sure how to respond.

So instead of rushing to agree, I simply held her gaze.

“If we’re heroes… Big sis, you’ve always been a hero in our hearts. That’s why… I want you to save them.”

“Are you sure? There might be more heroes than we can count. If they all need my help, I’ll end up helping them…”

“That means, Ajin, I won’t have as much time to spend with you.”

Unintentionally, my voice came out slightly sharper than I intended, enough to feel like I was pressuring her.

The emotions in my tone were so clear that anyone listening might think I sounded upset, and even I regretted it as soon as the words left my lips.

“Yeah, it’s fine. Because…”

But, despite my words, Ajin smiled kindly and nodded.

“When you saved me, big sis, I was so happy…”

Ajin wiped away the tears forming in her eyes, her emotions clearly heightened.

Then, she gave me a bright, radiant smile – one as beautiful as another star shining brightly under the dark night sky.

“I wouldn’t dislike you just for something like that.”

Ah, so that’s how you’ve been thinking of me.

It wasn’t just about the title of ‘hero’ or the hope of lifting the curse.

“Thank you, Ajin. Meeting you and Dayoung… has been my salvation.”

“Hehe.”

Clasping Ajin’s hand tightly, I spoke with determination.

“Shall we go? To save the hero.”

“Yeah!”

Ajin’s reply came alongside the sight of a new hero emerging before us.

At that moment, as I stepped forward with newfound resolve, there was no longer any hesitation.

***

“Ah, my stomach hurts.”

His grumbling stomach, now crying out in hunger so badly it brought physical pain, was relentless in its complaints.

‘But what could he do? He had no money left and no immediate prospects for work.’

In short, getting food was becoming impossible.

‘Should I resort to begging?’

Even as a hero – or perhaps because he was a hero – he couldn’t bring himself to do something as disgraceful as stealing.

‘A hero may be poor, but not without pride.’

At first, he pushed through with sheer willpower, but now, he had reached his limit.

Hunger… it truly was a brutal ordeal.

If he starved to death, would he be the first in history?

What a ridiculous story. 

A hero starving to death.

No story could have a worse bad ending than this.

As he trudged aimlessly through the streets, he caught sight of his reflection in a glass door.

Ah, what a pitiful, shabby appearance.

‘Who would think I’m a hero, looking like this? They’d probably think I’m a beggar.’

But what hurt more than his appearance was something deeper.

“If only I could go back to my original form…”

What stared back at him was the reflection of a well-built young man, larger than most his age.

His body felt foreign, like it wasn’t truly his.

This dissonance was the culprit that shattered the days when he used to believe that what’s inside mattered more than outward appearances.

His muscular physique felt suffocating, as though someone had slapped sponges all over his body.

‘If only the strength of a hero remained, this wouldn’t be so hard.’

Without losing his original form, he wouldn’t have been driven to the brink of starvation.

Perhaps he could have contacted his family and returned to his normal life.

More than that, if he had the strong body of a hero, a few months of starvation wouldn’t have killed him.

Maybe that’s why…

When he saw his pathetic, shabby reflection in the glass, his heart sank.

Sitting on the roadside, he couldn’t hold back his tears.

“Uwaaaah!”

He cried out, but instead of a normal wail, it sounded more like a bear’s roar, only intensifying his misery.

Usually, crying like this would draw someone over to check if he was okay.

But his dirty, pathetic appearance, combined with sitting on the side of the road while wailing, must have scared people off.

No one approached, no one offered a hand or kind words.

‘It wasn’t like this before. I wasn’t like this.’

He had once been a confident, admirable hero.

“Mom! Dad! Uwaaah!”

As he roared like a bear, he suddenly sensed someone approaching from behind.

“Excuse me.”

The soft voice calling out to him…

“Huh? Wh-what? Y-yes?”

Turning around, his tear-filled eyes widened, momentarily forgetting his sadness.

And for good reason.

Even in this world, he had never seen a woman as beautiful as this.

Her golden hair shimmered like molten gold, her features exquisitely sculpted, and her sapphire-blue eyes sparkled like finely polished gems.

The voice that had just graced his ears belonged to this ethereal beauty.

Feeling utterly insignificant before her, he stammered.

“M-me? You’re talking to me?”

“Yes, what’s your name?”

The dazzling woman asked with a gentle smile, and there was no way he could ignore her.


Her aura was so compelling that anyone, regardless of gender, would naturally want to respond positively to her.

Even he, a hero, was captivated by her presence.

“My name is… Yuri.”

For a man standing 180 cm tall and packed with muscle, it was a surprisingly delicate name.



 
  Chapter 107: That’s hilarious


Near the neighborhood playground.

It was an ideal spot for a small gathering and casual chatter, as it was a secluded area with few people passing by.

To be honest, I wanted to take this guy indoors, maybe to a cafe, but the thought was unbearable. 

He probably hadn’t showered in a while.

“Here. Drink this.”

“Th-thank you.”

I handed over a warm cup of honey tea, and he gulped it down eagerly.

Despite his imposing physique, the way he sat primly felt oddly unbalanced, though he didn’t seem rough around the edges.

Still, the name Yuri—it didn’t match his appearance at all. It felt like a name chosen by parents who had a bone to pick with him.

“Ah, this is good. It’s been so long since I had something like this. Thanks.”

“You’ve been skipping meals? What about your family?”

“Well, that’s…”

I asked calmly, but he hesitated to answer, as if unsure whether he could trust me.

It was like he had resigned himself to the idea that even if he explained, no one would believe him.

“Your name is Yuri, right? It doesn’t sound like a boy’s name at all. Is there a story behind it?”

“It’s… nothing.”

As expected, his response was evasive. 

Ajin and I exchanged glances, both of us drawing the same conclusion.

Whether he was a hero or someone related to one, it wasn’t hard to guess why he was being so cautious.

In modern-day Korea, where supernatural powers weren’t a thing, it would be difficult to discuss such matters openly.

Even if he were a hero, with his powers sealed, there’d be no way to prove it.

Right now, Yuri came across as just another scruffy NPC.

“I think I know why you’re holding back. Fine, let’s get to the point.”

“The solution was simple: I had to prove that I was connected to his world.”

“And fortunately, I had the means to do so—quickly and convincingly.”

“Are you sure about this? What if someone sees us?” Ajin asked hesitantly.

“It’s fine. I’ll set up a barrier.”

We’d done this when meeting Dayoung, too.

As I confidently spoke, Yuri blinked in confusion, clearly struggling to follow our conversation.

Well, that was understandable. 

He probably thought he was the only one from his world here.

Closing my eyes, I focused my mind.

I moved the light of authority flowing through my body to my arm, from my arm to my fingers.

Finally, the concentrated light dropped to the ground like a ripple in water.

Clink.

As soon as it touched the ground, the space around us shattered like glass fragments, and the laws of the world reassembled.

The people walking along the distant road disappeared. 

All presences vanished, leaving only the three of us in this distorted space.

This was only the second time I’d used it on Earth, the first being when I met Dayoung.

‘Huh, this feels different.’

Originally, this technique was meant to trap demons and crush them within the barrier. 

Using it like this felt novel.

Next, I focused my energy to summon the hero’s sacred weapon.

A shimmering light enveloped me like a nebula, and soon, I stood clad in silver armor and a golden cape.

If this performance wasn’t enough to convince him, nothing would be.

“What do you think? Can you talk to me now?”

“Uh, uh…?”

Yuri’s eyes widened, overwhelmed by the spectacle.

“Let me introduce myself. I’m Ji Sehee, a former hero and currently a streamer.”

“I’m Ryu Ajin, also a former hero, now an editor.”

Yuri hesitated before speaking timidly, “I… I’m also a hero. My name is Yuri. Nice to meet you.”

“What…?”

A strange, unpleasant sensation stirred within Dayoung.

It was like a faint prickle at the nape of her neck, familiar yet disconcerting.

‘Wait. I’ve felt this before.’

The realization hit her.

Ah, right. This was the same feeling she had when meeting Sehee for the first time.

‘Does she need to use her powers?’

‘And if so, why?’

Curiosity piqued, she glanced out the window.

It seemed to be coming from somewhere in that direction, far enough that the presence felt faint.

Dayoung picked up her phone, intending to send a message to Sehee, but stopped midway, realizing something important.

As a hero, her powers should have been completely sealed upon arriving on Earth.

‘Then how am I sensing this?’

Dayoung raised her hand unconsciously, focusing her thoughts.

As she drew out the faint ripple of energy from within her, something astonishing occurred.

A crimson light materialized in her palm.

Though faint, it was unmistakably the power of a hero.

***

Pepe, the frog-like creature at her side, gawked in astonishment.

“Wh-what’s this? Dayoung, are you…? I was just watching frogs mating, and now this—what the heck?”

Dayoung stared at the glowing power in her hand, nodding in agreement with Pepe’s disbelief.

“Yeah, it’s the hero’s power.”

It was gradually returning.

And more than that, the once-unshakable constraints of this world were loosening.

“Could it be that this world is… breaking down?”

“No, I don’t think that’s it. If it were, we’d have been able to use our full powers from the beginning.”

“Sheesh… Even so, the liberation of heroes? My heart swells with pride, I tell you.”

Pepe, who had claimed he could flip in midair, actually began flipping overhead. 

Ignoring his antics, Dayoung focused her thoughts on analyzing the current situation.

It was like plugging a leak—power was seeping through tiny cracks.

‘It’s weakening due to external influence.’

‘If this was caused by external factors, then it meant the world’s suppression hadn’t changed.’

‘Which meant…’

‘No way…’

Dayoung gulped as a hypothesis formed in her mind.

‘Is this because of Sehee?’

‘Could the world’s suppression have weakened because she was with her sister?’

‘If the hero’s powers were being restored and the key was Sehee…’

It was just a theory, but the eerie certainty sent chills down her spine.

In her hand, the faint flames of magical power—her symbol from the other world—continued to flicker.

Even Pepe looked at her with a mix of awe and delight, nodding emphatically.

From Dayoung’s perspective, the return of her hero’s power was undoubtedly a good thing.

“Congratulations, Dayoung the Hero!”

“Yeah, thanks, Pepe.”

“Now let’s team up with that witch Sehee and create some Northward Unification content. One hundred million subscribers won’t just be a dream.”

Thwack!

Once again, Pepe’s head was struck, forming a V-shaped dent.

***

“So… you ended up like this when you returned?”

“Yes.”

Yuri answered timidly, leaving both me and Ajin at a loss.

A gender-switch curse, of all things.

What a headache.

As I listened, it became clear that Yuri’s transformation was different from mine.

My transformation was an unintended side effect of overusing the goddess’s power, but his was a curse inflicted by the Demon King.

‘What kind of Demon King would waste so much effort on such a specific and costly curse?’

‘If I were the Demon King, I’d target lifespan or inflict an incurable disease instead.’

It seemed their Demon King was petty, vindictive, and disturbingly obsessed.

“Because of this, I can’t show myself to my family anymore. I ended up living alone, barely scraping by like this. Hehe.”

Yuri let out a hollow, bitter laugh.

In short, he was cursed to become a man and couldn’t return to his family.

“Then… Excuse me for a moment.”

“Huh?”

Placing my palm on Yuri’s forehead, I channeled my power.

Even if the worlds were different, curses under the name of magic had similar structures.

As I unraveled the familiar pattern, light enveloped Yuri, and he transformed into a high school girl with long black hair flowing down her back.

“This… this is?”

It wasn’t a transformation—it was a return to his original form.

Of course…

Flash.

The effect lasted only a moment.

As I withdrew my power, the light shattered like glass, and Yuri reverted to his male form.

For a while, Yuri stared at himself in stunned silence before suddenly grabbing my shoulders in desperation.

“Is there any way to break this curse? Please help me!”

“Whoa, calm down.”

“Ah, I’m sorry.”

He quickly composed himself, sitting upright with an intense gaze locked on mine, as if he were determined not to miss a single word.

“First, I’m a bit different from ordinary heroes. I don’t have the same limitations, and I’ve been able to help other struggling heroes, like Ajin here. I think I can help you, too.”

“Then…”

“I’ve already set up a spell at my house that works like what I just used. Originally, I created it for cases like Ajin’s, but it should work for you, too. However, you’d need to stay at my house for a year. That’s how long it would take to break the curse completely. Are you okay with that?”

“Uh, Sehee, does he just have to live there?”

“Yes, that’s right.”

Ajin, who had been listening quietly, quickly asked for clarification.

I couldn’t keep Yuri by my side indefinitely, so I’d set up an aura in my home.

Inside that space, no curses or harmful effects could take hold; instead, they’d be neutralized.

While it would take time, it would also save me the trouble of intervening constantly.

“While you’re in the house, you’ll be able to live in your original form. When you go outside, you’ll turn back into a boy, but if you can endure for a year, you’ll be able to reunite with your family.”

I extended my hand to Yuri, who was staring at me in a daze.


I didn’t know how he would interpret this gesture.

‘Would he see me as a savior, or would he harbor doubts even while clinging to hope?’

Still, remembering what Ajin and I had discussed earlier, I said, “Will you come with me?”

I genuinely hoped he would.



 
  Chapter 108: Rabbit Princess?


In the end, I made a U-turn and headed back home.

Even if I were cursed, I am still undeniably in a man’s body right now, so staying at Ajin’s house was out of the question.

There was an empty room downstairs, fully furnished and ready for someone to move in comfortably.

Ever since returning to the modern era, this house has had no tenants, which, at times like this, felt like a relief.

If there had been troublesome tenants, that would have been another headache to deal with.

Not that getting into the house was completely uneventful.

“Kyah!”

A sudden scream from behind startled both me and Ajin, making us whip around sharply.

There, instead of a 180 cm-tall guy, stood a high school girl struggling to hold up her pants that were slipping down.

Seeing Yuri, who had returned to her original form, I realized with a pang of regret that I should have mentioned the effects of the yard beforehand.

“Phew, good thing no one’s around. Let’s get inside quickly. Ajin, help me support her.”

“O-okay.”

“S-sorry.”

We shuffled along, got into the elevator, and finally arrived at the room, feeling a bit more at ease.

Since Yuri hadn’t been able to clean up in a while, the first thing I did was get her into the bath.

I tossed her dirty clothes into the washing machine, set it to a full cycle, and checked whether the room’s furniture and electrical appliances were in working order.

‘So many empty rooms.’

This was room 501, located at the farthest end of the fifth floor.

It meant that besides this room, there were more than ten vacant rooms across all the floors combined.

Even with Yuri and Ajin moving in, the place would remain exceptionally quiet.

To explain a bit, this place was a penthouse consisting of six above-ground floors and one underground floor.

It boasted a grandeur greater than most ten-story villas.

The top floor was my private space, and from the fifth to the second floor were residential units.

Each floor could house four units.

The first floor was empty, intended for commercial use, and the basement was a parking lot.

It was quite an eccentric structure, and at first, I worried it might not comply with regulations.

After making inquiries and doing some research, I was told there were no issues with the building.

I then decided to view it as one of the gifts from the goddess and stopped questioning it.

I had paid little attention to the lower floors until now, but with tenants moving in, I felt it was necessary to inspect them as the landlord.

Thankfully, even after several months, the appliances and furniture were in excellent condition.

‘Was it thanks to the aura barrier I had installed just in case?’

Now that I think about it, I really am optimized for living idly.

‘At this rate, I don’t need to hire a manager.’

Still, I should install an aura barrier to prevent intrusions by those with impure intentions.

“Unnie, if Pepe and I move in, will we live in this room?”

“Yes, probably in rooms 502 or 503. Do you want to bring your family?”

“N-no, my main family home is separate, so it’ll just be me. If anyone comes, it might be my younger sibling.”

Oh, so Ajin has a younger sibling.

By the way, being called “unnie” felt oddly mismatched.

I smiled gently and said, “Bring them anytime. If they need to stay in Soul, they’re welcome. Just let me know in advance.”

This house is far too spacious for just one person, anyway.

Each room has a floor area of over 80 pyeong.

Sure, large houses are great, but there’s a limit.

When living alone, having excessive space can feel more inconvenient than not having enough.

“Then, what about the deposit or maintenance fee?”

“Just give me 1 million won for the deposit. The rest? Don’t worry about it—just enjoy.”

“…”

“What’s with that face? Did I do something wrong?”

***

‘This is nice.’

Yuri thought, basking in the comfort of modern conveniences.

Just hours ago, she had been no better than a wandering zombie. 

Now, she was enjoying a warm bubble bath.

Life has its ups and downs, but have there ever been such extremes of highs and lows?

Thanks to Ji Sehee, who referred to herself as a hero, Yuri could finally breathe a sigh of relief.

At first, Yuri thought it was all bluster, but after witnessing Sehee’s ability to temporarily restore her original form, she understood.

No matter what, she had to stick with her—even if it meant clinging to her legs.

The sharp instincts honed through life-and-death battles as a hero rang alarm bells in her mind.

‘I’m not the only hero out there.’

How fascinating.

She hadn’t expected there to be so many heroes.

Apparently, there was one more besides these two.

That means there could be even more out there.

Though she hadn’t delved into the details yet, the kindness they had shown suggested they weren’t bad people.

Well, heroes holding the title of “champion” wouldn’t likely have malicious intentions.

***

‘That took longer than expected.’

Yuri had tried to finish quickly, but the years of grime made it a challenge.

Still, seeing her clean, tidy reflection filled her heart with a surge of emotion.

‘How long had it been since she’d seen her true self?’

When that detestable Demon King’s curse turned her into a 180 cm giant, it felt like the world had collapsed.

‘Just one year…’

‘If she could endure for one year, she could reunite with her family.’

Although she was currently restricted to her original form only within this house, if she held on a little longer, she would be able to stand tall as herself wherever she went.

‘Let’s do this.’

Cheering herself on, she put on the neatly folded clothes in front of her and stepped out.

While eating, she almost teared up and had to work to calm herself.

‘Was it because it had been so long since she’d had a proper meal?’

It had been a long time since I felt such emotion while eating.

“Unnie, when will you stream again?”

“Oh, soon. I’ve been on a break ever since the collab with Dayoung. I need to focus on ranking up in Soul Warfare. It’s about time for a time attack.”

“Leave the editing to me. I’ll make it top-notch.”

A streamer. 

Now that I think about it, she did mention she’s a streamer when she first introduced herself.

Yuri grew curious about the woman in front of her, Ji Sehee.

Her beauty seemed otherworldly, not of this world, and as a fellow hero, her abilities were unbelievable.

But to think that her job was being a streamer—it felt a bit disjointed.

‘I thought she’d be doing something more extraordinary.’

‘Even after returning to modern times, if she could use her hero’s powers freely, wouldn’t she be able to pursue something else?’

As Yuri quietly listened to their conversation while eating, she couldn’t hold back her curiosity any longer and finally spoke up.

“If you’re a streamer… does that mean you stream online, Sehee?”

“Yeah, that’s right.”

“I… find it fascinating. It’s hard to imagine a hero doing online streams.”

Instead of showing discomfort or awkwardness, Sehee simply chuckled at Yuri’s question.

“The reason’s nothing special. It’s just the result of my desire to play games and my need for attention colliding.”

“Attention?”

“Yeah. If you want attention while gaming, it’s best to be a streamer who’s great at games. Being a pro gamer is way too intense.”

What a simple desire.

She has no intention of ruling the world as a hero or being above others.

Sehee’s honest answer revealed her genuine nature.

The way she enjoyed games and lived a life mingling with modern society made her seem more like an ordinary person than an overwhelmingly powerful hero.

For some reason, Yuri felt a strange sense of relief.

Maybe that’s why.

Before she even realized it, her body moved on its own, and she found herself saying this:

“Can I watch your stream sometime?”

***

As soon as the notification popped up announcing Friede’s stream had started, viewers began flooding into the chatroom like a tidal wave.

After a brief lag, the hundreds of viewers in attendance quickly surged to thousands, growing at a monstrous rate.

In her elegantly decorated MS room, Friede waved to greet everyone.

“It’s been a while, everyone.”

Though it was the typical opening line for her streams, to her loyal subscribers, it felt like the sweetest whisper.

As Friede’s voice lingered in the air and disappeared, the chat became lively and chaotic.

[Friede is back!]

[Unnie… we almost froze to death without you.]

[We missed you, teacher!]

[You’ve been taking more breaks lately. Don’t tell me you got a boyfriend?]

[Hey, watch your words! Our unnie doesn’t have time for boyfriends.]

[If you take another long break, we’re all doomed. Seriously doomed!]

[Finally back to Soul Warfare! Sniff sniff, this smells like a full clear!]

[Yeah, her true home is Soul Warfare. Enough with those random games!]

[If she streams something else, the Soul Warfare fans will riot lol.]

“I’ll be playing Soul Warfare today. A full clear, as promised.”

At her declaration, the chat exploded like fish biting onto a juicy bait.

What is Friede’s iconic content?

Although she had been transitioning into a variety streamer, her true home was Soul Warfare.

The light-bearing hero descending into the apocalyptic dark fantasy, striving to claim the Challenger 1 rank—this was Friede’s legendary content.

Then, Friede stepped closer to the camera with a meaningful smile and said, “By the way, since I’m doing a face reveal and won’t be wearing a helmet, my head feels a bit bare. So I’ve prepared something special.”

[A new customization?]

[She better not be trolling us.]

[I trust you, teacher. Show us your new look!]

[Something big is coming.]

[My heart is racing!]

The mention of a new item sent everyone into a frenzy, with wild speculations flying around.

“Here, take a look.”

Friede adjusted the settings, and her customization appeared onscreen.


The new item was limited to her head. 

It was a rabbit ear-shaped headset, metallic black with blue LEDs, which felt completely out of place in a fantasy setting.

Paired with her silver armor and golden cape, her holy warrior aesthetic clashed with the mischievous charm of the rabbit ears, creating a peculiar yet oddly endearing balance.

“Rabbit Princess Friede is here!”



 
  Chapter 109: Why are you coming out from there, sis?


[So that rabbit was the rabbit? lolololol]

[Sensei is so beautiful!]

[Are you going to spin it into “Soar” like this?]

[So adorable, wwwwww]

[A new custom avatar… A masterpiece! A masterpiece indeed!]

Receiving such enthusiastic support is definitely a pleasant feeling.

The thrill that follows is a sensation rarely experienced.

Suddenly, a thought crossed my mind.

‘If I had been just an ordinary hero in this world… wouldn’t I have defeated the Demon King and had a parade to celebrate?’

I wondered if I could have felt the same emotions during such an event.

Well, since I’ve returned to the modern world, there’s no way to know now.

‘Even so, thinking back to the previous tournament might’ve been more enjoyable.’

Ah, dwelling on thoughts like this made me feel a bit regretful, but it couldn’t be helped.

At that moment, as if interrupting Friede’s thoughts, a system notification delivered a donation message.

[Kimkkaettulelaggu donated 40,000 KRW!

—Nuna, can the rabbit princess headset wiggle its ears right now?]

“Wiggle its ears? Hmm…”

What a sharp and direct question.

Friede groped around the back part of the headset she was wearing.

‘Would virtual reality scanning even account for such fine details?’ The anticipation was enough to make her heart race.

Normally, pressing a button here would make the rabbit ears on top of her head wiggle…

But the ears remained motionless, with the right ear half-folded and fixed in place.

“It doesn’t seem to work, unfortunately….”

[Aww, too bad]

[Of course it wouldn’t. Virtual reality skins are just for appearances.]

[If they scanned and implemented the internal structure too, that’d be the singularity of technology, lololol]

[VR and AI are already impressive enough as it is!]

[If you don’t like it, go develop nuclear fusion or something.]

[Down with the science majors!]

“Isn’t it still nice as it is? I especially love the LED lighting colors. This is one of the best gifts I’ve received from Forming.”

[No shipper could ever interfere with the pure Yuri between Friede and Forming lololol]

[Watching the bond between sisters warms the hearts of us uncles, kekekeke.]

[Is this what they call “Messiah is watching”?]

[Excuse me, how dare you bring Forming into this? Friede’s true match is Lotus, who’s standing right there!]

[Wasn’t the Friede and Lotus combo the national standard?]

[LOL, exactly!]

Most of the viewers had already forgotten, but in the past, when Forming was in trouble due to a sniper attack during the SUHO event, it was Friede who came to her rescue.

Although Friede herself was at the center of that controversy, so calling it “rescue” might be an exaggeration, she had nonetheless faced the issue head-on, which everyone had come to accept.

So, if you were to name Friede’s first and closest streamer ally, it would undoubtedly be Forming.

Normally, this sort of topic wouldn’t go beyond being light chatter.

That is, until the STK Tournament happened….

Lotus was established as a rival, creating a clash that culminated in a one-on-one showdown in the final round.

In the end, Friede, the victor, embraced Lotus, the defeated, as the sunrise illuminated their victory dance.

That moment remains one of the most-watched videos on the official STK channel.

Between Forming’s loyalty and Lotus’s popularity, who suited Friede better?

This debate was a recurring instigator of heated discussions in Friede’s fan gallery.

***

[Sweethan-nam donated 100,000 KRW!

—Nuna… if you had to choose between Forming and Lotus, who would it be?]

“Huh?”

A slightly off-target question appeared through the donation, making Friede tilt her head in confusion.

Choosing between them?

Forming and Lotus each had their own unique connections to her. 

It wasn’t about abandoning one or the other.

Returning to the modern world with no family left, these relationships were more precious than anyone could understand.

This question felt like it was crossing a line, causing Friede to furrow her brows for a moment.

[Oh, Sweet, you really brought it up now!]

[Let’s find out the streamer’s preferences!]

[She’s being forced to make an official statement!!!!]

[Big news incoming, lololol]

[Who is Friede’s best sister? Let us know!]

As the audience’s comments lit up like a firestorm, Friede’s expression quickly calmed again.

‘Ah, of course they wouldn’t know.’

There was no way the viewers could know about her personal circumstances.

Her initial flare of irritation faded as she realized their words carried no malice.

It wasn’t worth responding harshly.

After all, the audience only saw Friede the streamer, not Ji Sehee the person.

They wouldn’t know her circumstances or personal struggles unless she shared them herself.

That’s why they could speak so freely, without meaning anything deeper.

‘There’s a saying, isn’t there?’ That paying attention means losing.

Ah, I almost slipped up this time.

Friede smiled gently, responding without a moment’s hesitation.

“Forming and Lotus are both incredibly important to me. As someone with a small circle of friends, I want to cherish the people I do have. Both of them are far more than I deserve.”

[Ugh, boring @@]

[What we wanted was a catfight!]

[These fools, of course it would turn out like this lololol]

[If Friede’s relationships with Forming and Lotus fall apart because of this, are you going to take responsibility? Stop speculating so much!]

[Do you really not have a boyfriend?]

[Where is the chat moderator? Someone, hit these troublemakers with the law stick!]

[Huh? Now that you mention it, is there no moderator around?]

[Mollu (don’t know).]

If left alone, they would undoubtedly continue to stir trouble with unnecessary gossip.

Realizing it was time to tighten the reins, Friede declared a state of emergency in a cold voice.

“Alright, let’s stop dragging this topic around. If you keep it up, I’ll start banning people.”

[Tiananmen! Everyone, run for your lives!]

[She-sh-sheesh… she’s scary.]

[I will obey, Leader.]

[Handle this stream with dignity!]

[We must not anger her.]

[If she gets angry, she’ll come as the Islamic Warrior!]

[Ah… the Islamic Warrior… the ultimate tool of negotiation.]

In the past, there were those who ignored her warnings and caused chaos anyway.

But perhaps thanks to the sharp interventions during collaborations with Pepe, the troublemakers seemed fewer today.

Wanting to quickly get back to the game, Friede clicked the matchmaking button.

Because her winning streak had significantly increased her matchmaking score, it usually took a while to find a match…

Thunk!

“Huh? It matched right away?”

Unlike Friede, who blinked in surprise at the fast match, the chat exploded with excitement after receiving new reports.

[Is this a snipe?]

[Looks like a few streamers are sniping Friede’s stream after seeing her start. Two have already been reported.]

[Oh, I see it too. A couple of them seem to have timed their matches with hers, lol.]

[Haldir and Gunda are in it too?]

[What is this, the Bermuda Triangle of sniping?]

[But what’s the point if they end up on the same team?]

[If they’re on the same team, they get a free ride with Friede. Who cares about the meaning?]

[Riding the Friede bus is sweet, though.]

“Snipe? Hmm…”

Friede had entered the ranked match without much thought, but now it seemed like a sniping situation.

[Should she accept it, or take a break this round?]

The moment of hesitation was brief, and her conclusion came quickly.

‘I can’t just run away with my tail between my legs.’

No matter who the opponent was, she would face them head-on.

A hero couldn’t back out just because a streamer sniped her.

Resolutely, she pressed the accept button, and the screen transitioned to the pick-ban phase.

In the lobby was…

“This is why… what??”

“Huh? Sis? Why are you here right now?”

[?????]

[What? Why are those two in the same match?]

[Isn’t that Lotus and Seokgulam? Did they queue as a duo?]

[Looks like it. Their match history shows they’re duoing right now.]

[They’ve lost four games in a row, though, lolololol.]

Familiar IDs caught her eye.

It was none other than STK Lotus—Eunha—and Seokgulam—Yoonsoo, who were queued together.

“Damn, talk about bad luck. Let’s wrap this up quickly and call it a day.”

“Who are you to talk? Why are you recklessly charging in without thinking? You think you’re Friede or something? Just because you’ve been losing doesn’t mean you can do whatever you want.”

“Die!”

Eunha tried to jab at Yoonsoo repeatedly, but the limits of virtual reality only made her flurry of hits feel like an empty tantrum.

Lotus—Eunha—and Seokgulam—Yoonsoo’s duo was on a devastating losing streak.
Four consecutive losses, to be precise.

Even reviewing the matches didn’t help—they simply weren’t in sync. It was utter chaos.

Given that they were part of the same pro team, it was strange for their coordination to be this off.

But everyone has days like that, don’t they? Days where nothing goes right.

Eunha clenched her teeth, convinced that today was one of those days.

As someone with a strong competitive spirit, enduring such humiliating losses was mentally taxing.

Still, they didn’t quit mid-game, hoping this streak of bad luck could serve as a kind of ritual to turn things around.

“Alright, one more game. Last one.”

“Got it. Let’s at least win this one! Let’s go!”

Seeing Yoonsoo cheer enthusiastically, Eunha let out a small sigh internally.

Well, he wasn’t wrong, so there was no point in arguing.

‘I need to pull myself together too.’

With a sense of determination, she moved her hands almost instinctively and queued up another ranked match.

Thud!

“Huh?”

“What?”

‘Why did this match queue so quickly?’

They exchanged confused glances, but no answers came to mind.

Usually, such abrupt matchmaking meant there was a problem nine times out of ten.

“Hey, hey. Why are you hesitating? We’re in it now.”

“Fine, I don’t care.”

Really, there was no turning back now.

Even at the challenger level, trolls and toxic players weren’t entirely absent.

If such a player appeared, many preferred to dodge the match entirely to avoid wasting time.

In cases like that, the next match filled up faster, needing only one more player.

This seemed like one of those cases.

As Eunha mentally scanned her memory for any toxic players active in this rank and time slot, the screen transitioned to the pick-ban phase.


And there, standing unmistakably, was…

“Huh? Sis? Why are you here right now?”

Dressed in familiar silver armor, a golden cape, and a new accessory—a cute rabbit-ear headset—stood Friede.

Eunha couldn’t help but let out a delighted exclamation at the sight.



 
  Chapter 110: Bopal Rabbit


[The team class is insane! It’s unbelievable!]

[Is it real that two STK players are teaming up with Friede? It’s making my heart swell.]

[Not shrinking, right?]

[Even if they formed a pro team right now, it would make sense.]

[If Friede is in the mix, the team’s dignity definitely changes.]

[Could the Lotus-Grotto duo’s losing streak until now have been preparation for meeting Friede?]

[Wow, this is insane.]

The chatroom couldn’t contain itself over the intriguing development.

After all, this match involved two main players from STK.

Even though they had suffered a four-game losing streak before, losing streaks were common, even for pros playing solo or duo.

Wasn’t there a player in the past who famously set the catastrophic record of a 17-game losing streak?

What mattered now was the alliance of STK’s big names and Friede. 

It was rare to find such a combination of entertaining elements.

“Unni, were you solo-queuing? You should’ve told me.”

Friede smiled softly at Lotus, who puffed her cheeks slightly, looking a bit hurt.

The timing had worked out perfectly, and they were assigned to the same team, surprising and delighting both.

Although it was just within the game, Friede hadn’t imagined that such a chance meeting could happen due to overlapping coincidences.

At that moment, a man next to them stepped forward and introduced himself.

He was wearing the same armor customization as Lotus—STK’s exclusive team armor style.

“Hello, Friede. I’m Grotto, part of the same team as Lotus. I’ve been watching your streams. Haha.”

“Oh, hi. Nice to meet you. I’ve been enjoying your games.”

“Wow, if Friede is watching, I have to do my best. I subscribed and turned on notifications for your stream. I’ll keep supporting you.”

“Thank you.”

[Look at Grotto getting all sweet.]

[Honestly, wouldn’t a Friede and Grotto ‘virtual couple’ concept be awesome?]

[But why does his nickname have to be Grotto? It sounds so lame.]

[He should’ve gone with Warden instead.]

[Stop putting random guys near Friede. It’s annoying.]

[LOL, this is so frustrating.]

Unlike the chaos in the chat due to the sudden shipping ideas, the ban-pick screen—where there was still time to choose—was filled with friendly conversation.

It began with casual greetings, and when Friede mentioned she had just started her stream, Lotus, who had chosen her weapon, suddenly said, as if she had a realization:

“Unni, want to duo with us?”

“Duo?”

“I’m in!”

The two had decided to pull Friede into their duo party.

Their previous duo game being their last match of the day had already become an insignificant past event to them.

Although the offer came out of nowhere, after thinking about it for a moment, Friede didn’t find it bad.

She had been feeling a bit bored playing solo ranked matches lately.

‘Well, just endlessly grinding ranked games alone can feel monotonous.’

Even though she had set a goal to climb to Challenger rank 1 due to personal ambition and a public pledge…

It would be much better to enjoy herself along the way.

Now that she thought about it, she hadn’t really played ranked games with anyone else before… Oh, wait. She had.

There was that time she duo-queued with Dayoung.

In a ranked duo game, SUHO had targeted them, accusing them of being cheaters.

Well, now it was all resolved, and it had turned into a funny memory. 

But back then, it had been a bit serious.

She had been worried she wouldn’t be able to protect Dayoung.

As that thought crossed her mind, Friede gave a wry smile.

Anyway, her answer was decided.

“Sure, let’s do it together.”

“Yay!”

“Let’s go break into the top 20!”

[A fun new combo is born.]

[With those three working together, winning streaks should be easy, right?]

[Their last losing streak was just a complete disaster. But if Friede joins, their team strength skyrockets, so victory is almost guaranteed.]

[The other four just need to play decently, and it’s over.]

[Lotus is so cute.]

While Lotus and Grotto cheered, the game finally began.

Though it was in-game, Yoonsoo, meeting Friede for the first time, was awestruck.

His impression of her was simple: she was a streamer whose appearance and voice lived up to her reputation.

It was enough for him to understand why so many people were fans of her.

‘Seriously, there’s a limit to how pretty someone can be. But this is too much.’

Because of that, he was genuinely excited.

Friede, who had both the skill of a top-tier gamer and the charm of a celebrity—how amazing would her plays be?

Friede Haldir
Friede Gunder
Friede Unknown

[She’s like a human blender.]

[Friede is doing all the work. What is Grotto even doing?]

[He’s doing nothing. Just grab some popcorn.]

[You’re all wrong. Grotto’s ranged support allowed Friede to win. Without it, she’d have been taken out instead.]

[Do you think logic works in this chat? LOL.]

Whatever the chat was saying didn’t matter.

Yoonsoo, feeling pretty good about the current play, whistled internally as he glanced at the devastating records flashing on the scoreboard.

The videos of Friede often found online were either from her own perspective or from those who had to face her.

But there was never a glimpse of what it felt like to be on the same team as Friede.

‘Wasn’t that the case?’ Watching the perspective of a protagonist or the villain who opposes them is always the most fun.

Even though Yoonsoo had always watched Friede’s broadcasts from a consistent perspective, it was only during this duo play that he realized something new.

‘It’s so easy.’

When Friede pushed forward from the front, all he had to do was stand back and provide covering fire with his bow.

Nobody could stop her in that area.

‘They’ve completely given up now.’

Selection and focus. 

‘Were they thinking of monopolizing the remaining side maze instead?’

However, Lotus and the other teammates were already stationed on that side.

Their team was already locked in a back-and-forth skirmish through the team voice chat.

For the opposing team, the game was unraveling.

They were all being devoured one by one by Friede’s monstrous combat power.

“What should we do now? It looks like they’ve completely given up here.”

He was a pro, after all—a starter on one of the most prestigious teams.

Still, Yoonsoo threw the question to Friede, partly as a way to test her game sense.

“If they’ve concentrated on the opposite maze, the answer is simple.”

Friede pointed her holy sword toward the end of the passage.

“We’ll break through the center. Since you have a bow, I’ll hold them off. Shoot at their center from behind me.”

“OK. Let’s go.”

That was exactly it.

Friede’s answer made Yoonsoo grin.

He appreciated her choice to avoid the dull strategy of simply taking an objective and holding their position.

With their course set, there was no time to waste.

They exited the passage and prepared to infiltrate the enemy’s base, but as they moved—

“Watch out!”

As they passed through the corridor, Yoonsoo saw the sharp shape of a curved dagger striking out from the side and shouted a belated warning.

The attacker had been lurking, completely hidden, suppressing even their breathing while wedged into a corner.

It was a sharp blow, timed perfectly for when Friede was halfway through the corridor, making it hard to counter.

Even an expert would have a hard time reacting.

‘Was it over?’

Just as Yoonsoo’s mind filled with that thought, Friede’s figure vanished from his sight.

“Huh?”

She disappeared so quickly that the curved dagger, slicing through empty air, looked almost pathetic.

‘Wait, where did she go?’

‘Did she leap into the air? Or sink into the ground?’

With a sliver of hope, Yoonsoo glanced at the floor and had to suppress the laugh threatening to escape his lips.

Friede had flattened her body so low to the ground it was practically pressed against it.

In her hand, the holy sword she had drawn was already glowing faintly with light.

“Damn it!”

Realizing the situation too late, the curved dagger moved for a follow-up strike, but the trajectory of Friede’s holy sword, as she sprang upward like a coiled spring, was faster.

The sword’s azure light, trailing like a brushstroke across a canvas, cut through the enemy’s body in a single stroke.

A one-hit kill.

A critical strike, vital point hit, and the holy sword’s combat skill—everything had activated at once.

‘This is absurd.’

Thinking back, every enemy that had shown even the slightest opening had collapsed almost instantly.

‘Was it all intentional?’

“That was close. Let’s keep going.”

“Ah, yes.”

‘If I had been in that position, could I have dodged and countered?’

Yoonsoo couldn’t answer his own question.

‘Friede, just what kind of fights have you been through?’

As he found himself respecting his teammate, who had tried so hard to defeat such a monster, he suddenly realized something important.

‘Wait. Oh no.’

He had completely forgotten in the heat of the moment—Friede was participating in the upcoming event match.

He glanced blankly at Friede, who was running beside him, his mind spinning.

With reflexes like those… Am I really supposed to fight her?

When the official announcement had come out, Yoonsoo had only felt mildly intrigued. 

But now, his nerves were tightening.

‘Did Friede know about this, too?’

Torn between unease and anticipation, Yoonsoo couldn’t hold back his curiosity any longer.

“Um, Friede?”

“Yes?”

Without even looking his way, she replied concisely, her focus forward.

Her detached demeanor gave the impression of indifference, but Yoonsoo pressed on.

“You’re participating in the upcoming event match, right?”

Friede finally reacted. 

Turning her head slightly as she ran, she smiled warmly.

“Yes, of course.”

Her playful grin sent chills down Yoonsoo’s spine.

Unlike earlier, when he had been admiring her casually, he now found himself instinctively taking a step back.

The torchlight flickering in the corridor cast a reflection of her rabbit ears, their shadow stretching grotesquely across the walls.


It was enormous and menacing, engulfing the corridor like a beast.

Like a Bopal Rabbit…

Meeting such a terrifying creature left Yoonsoo feeling like his heart was burning.

That flame consuming the corridor felt like it perfectly mirrored his own state of mind.



 
  Chapter 111: I’ll do it too


[Why is her body so flexible? Did she do yoga in real life?]

[Look at Seokgulam getting flustered, his eyes all wide and shiny lolol]

[That reaction though, absolutely insane]

[This reminds me of that old Legend Duel clip where Baker dodged a spear flying straight at him in front of a bush lolol]

[To think you know that… What happens to Spring and Autumn?]

[Go!]

Yuri, who had been watching Friede’s stream, rubbed her face to ease the fatigue gathering around her eyes.

The continuous barrage of chat messages was almost impossible to follow, no matter how hard she focused.

Still, she didn’t turn off the stream or try to change the subject.

Friede had taken down three opponents at once, fought brilliantly, and turned the tide by counterattacking during an ambush.

“How about that? Don’t you think I deserve all this attention?”

Even though it wasn’t self-praise, the confident posture of Friede—no, Sehee—made Yuri tilt her head slightly as she gave her honest impression.

“Yes. You definitely do.”

Even without the enhancement of virtual reality, Friede’s gameplay had something that captivated people.

Not only were her looks and character customization stunning, but her weaponry was flashy and cool too.

Anyone would want to follow her victorious streak.

Yuri couldn’t help but feel a twinge of jealousy toward Friede, or rather, Sehee.

They were both Heroes, but Sehee shone so brightly even in this world.

‘I worked hard too, though.’

She was confident she wasn’t someone to lag behind others.

But the gap between her and Sehee felt as vast as the sky and the earth, leaving her feeling a bit deflated.

‘How many grueling trials had Sehee overcome to become this far ahead?’

‘No, no.’

Shaking her head vigorously, Yuri pushed away the emotions creeping in.

Sehee was the one who had gone out of her way to save Yuri, putting in such efforts.

As a minor summoned to this world, Yuri might have been naive about modern society, but she had enough sense to realize just how extraordinary Sehee’s consideration had been.

While absentmindedly watching Friede’s stream for a long time, a thought suddenly crossed Yuri’s mind.

‘Someone who shines so brightly like that.’

‘Could I, even if not as much as her, find my own way to shine?’

After all…

‘I’m a Hero too.’

That thought passed through her mind like a fleeting breeze.

“Should I try streaming too?”

“Huh?”

A slightly dazed question escaped Ajin’s lips, as if she hadn’t heard correctly.

But Yuri quietly focused on Sehee—on Friede’s stream—and continued watching intently.

“Wow, four wins in a row. So easy.”

Seokgulam—who had introduced himself earlier as Yoonsoo—was becoming less and less impressive in Yuri’s eyes.

Earlier, he’d been asking all sorts of serious questions about what to do in the event match, whether they should take it lightly or not.

But once he started winning, he was completely engrossed in savoring the taste of victory. 

Yuri couldn’t help but crack a wry smile.

‘How should she put it? His energy was… colorful and lively.’

He probably accounted for over 70% of the talking during this stream.

Ajin was going to have a tough time later trying to find Yuri’s segments when editing the stream.

Just then, Eunha, who had been dusting her hands off, frowned and pushed Yoonsoo away.

“Hey, don’t bother my sister and get lost.”

‘Where was she telling him to go?’

At least give him a direction; otherwise, that guy would probably keep babbling endlessly in every direction.

Come to think of it, Yuri had encountered this kind of person before.

You know, someone with strangely high energy, occasionally hilarious, but fundamentally an attention magnet.

‘Ah, I remember now.’

***

Pepe.

Of course, Pepe’s attention-seeking was much worse, but still, Yoonsoo felt like a miniature version of him.

If you added a few spoonfuls of sugar to Pepe’s brain and stirred it around, you’d probably get someone like Yoonsoo.

“It was fun teaming up with you, sis. This is what a team should be like.”

“Your team was more amazing.”

“Well, yeah, our team is the best, but still, you weren’t half bad either.”

[Wow lol, look at the praise for Lotus]

[Too sweet, I’m getting cavities here]

[Our Lotus is only this sweet for Friede… we must treasure her]

[Love it]

The chat buzzed with excitement over Lotus’s compliments.

Honestly, Yuri didn’t think her skills fell short of anyone’s.

But seeing Eunha’s skill and even Yoonsoo’s, it was clear just how strong STK was.

Compared to her usual teammates from ranked matches, this felt like the difference between heaven and earth.

It was probably the first time she’d played a game this comfortably.

If Eunha was this good, how amazing must Warden—the best of STK—be?

Yuri didn’t think she’d lose even if they faced off, but amusingly, the idea of being on the same team made her curious about how well they could sync.

That was when Eunha sidled up to her.

“Teaming up with you is really great, sis. Right?”

“Yeah, it was fun.”

“Yeah, yeah. So, how about it?”

Eunha leaned in closer, her small gestures pressing against Yuri.

Her slightly flushed face was adorable enough to make Yuri think, ‘Having a little sister like this would be so nice.’

[They say hell breaks loose between sisters when the age gap is small.]
[But surprisingly, it feels like Eunha and I get along well.]

“Hey, sis, what about going pro?”

“Going pro?”

[OMG lolololololololololololol]

[This is huge!!!]

[The calm before the storm]

[Friede, Warden, and Lotus together? This is legendary—I’m shaking]

[If those three team up, it’s Soul’s triple crown, undefeated wins, and all leagues swept]

[Anything they do is just dominance lol]

[But can anyone afford Friede, Warden, and Lotus as a trio?]

[No idea.]

The excitement wasn’t limited to just the chat.

“So, do I just hop on the ride? Friede, join STK right now! With your skills, you’d be a starter without a test.”

[Yoonsoo, are you serious right now…]

[If Friede joins STK now, you’ll be benched lololol]

[But wait, the Stove League is already over. If Friede joins mid-season, someone’s getting benched lololol]

[If it’s Yoonsoo, that’d be hilarious.]

“Why me? Don’t I deserve to be here? I’ve been through thick and thin with Chanhyuk, okay?”

Wait, what? Why are you reacting in my chat?

“Seokgulam, are you watching my stream?”

“Ah, yeah, I just connected to it for a bit. You know, since Friede is streaming, haha!”

[Yoonsoo? More like broth lol.]

[So sweet, a new broth character is born.]

[Now all that’s left is Warden.]

[Warden is too much of a stoic, game-obsessed psycho to be swayed even by Friede.]

[Friede’s antis are the worst though—]

[Stop the shipping wars, for real.]

“Wow, the firepower here is insane.”

Yoonsoo flinched at the relentless barrage of chat comments and quickly backed away, as if trying to dodge a bomb.

It wasn’t like he was slithering away or anything, but his retreat was definitely noticeable.

‘Well, that quieted things down.’

But what should I make of Eunha’s proposal?

Initially, I was certain I had no interest in going pro. I’d always thought that way.

But when a close little sister looks at you with sparkling eyes and begs, it’s a problem you can’t dismiss so easily.

“Right? Right? You’d do great, sis. Let’s conquer the world together! You can do streaming later, can’t you?”

“Well, I mean…”

“Our team has lots of money. We can pay you a salary you’d be happy with, the food’s amazing, and the accommodations are super comfortable. Let’s become pro gamers together!”

Whoa, calm down, Eunha.

If you cling to me like this, people are going to talk.

[Wait, is this really what Lotus is like?]

[Lotus being clingy… this is rare and precious.]

[Possessive and obsessive Lotus… the classic play… Argh, my head hurts!]

See? People are already gossiping.

If there were no other Heroes…

If I were the only Hero in this world now and forever…

I might have been tempted by Eunha’s offer.

Sure, I wouldn’t have liked the hectic schedules or the tightly packed routines at first.

But with a bond like the one I share with Eunha, I might’ve thought, ‘This could be okay.’

However…

“I’m sorry, but I don’t want to go pro.”

I want to save other Heroes.

Even if the form of that salvation changes,

I hope those connections won’t be severed and that we can stay together for a long time.

Which is why I can’t accept Eunha’s offer.

Being a pro gamer would mean I wouldn’t have time to care for the other Heroes.

Instead of focusing on the Heroes, I’d have to devote myself entirely to my team and teammates.

“Really?”

Eunha tilted her head, humming softly. After a moment, she gave a bright smile, looking a bit disappointed but understanding.

“That’s too bad, but if you don’t want to, I can’t force you.”

“Thanks for understanding.”

“Don’t apologize. What you want matters the most. I’m disappointed, but I don’t want to see you doing something you hate.”

Placing a finger to her lips, Eunha smiled sweetly.

The gesture conveyed both her understanding of me and her own pride in being supportive.

It made me unconsciously rub my cheeks.

“Let’s play together sometime. I’ll always cheer for you.”

“Yeah, Eunha. I’ll cheer for you too.”

[Just look… feast your eyes…]

[Looks like there’s no mod right now. This is the moment.]

[What if Friede gets an Islamic theme again because of this lol?]

[TV?]

[Lol, you’re insane.]

[That’s future me’s problem. Good luck, future me~]

Ah, I didn’t invite Pepe for this surprise stream.

And now it’s turning into this.

Usually, I’d keep a close eye on the chat and painstakingly ban each comment, one by one.

But now? I find it tiresome and pointless.

I don’t feel the need to suppress that kind of chat anymore.


So there’s only one answer.

I hovered my finger over the end-stream button on the panel, declaring my final message like a bombshell.

“Looks like it’s time to end the stream…”

Before I could finish, my words cut off mid-sentence, swallowed by the void as I pressed the button too soon.



 
  Chapter 112: It bothers me


“What are you smiling about like that?”

“Huh?”

Yoonsoo turned his head at the calm voice coming from behind as he sipped his drink.

Behind him stood Chanhyuk, who had just retrieved a piece of cake from the fridge.

‘What the heck? That cake belongs to Eunha.’

“Hey, if you eat that, Eunha’s going to freak out again.”

“I already told her I’m eating it. Anyway, did something good happen to you?”

“Something good, huh… well.”

“There were both good and bad things. All in just one day.”

“Really?”

Chanhyuk’s eyes flashed with a hint of surprise but quickly returned to their usual indifferent state.

He was still the same as ever—a guy seemingly born to hone his gaming skills and rise to the top, but hopelessly awkward outside of gaming, like a poorly oiled machine.

No wonder even the higher-ups asked him to put in some effort for fan service.

When you compare him to the franchise star veterans from before, he really is something else.

Well, that’s a topic for another time.

If he’s unapproachable when it comes to anything outside of gaming, then you just need to bring up the game to get his attention.

Pouring himself a drink into his tumbler, Yoonsoo spoke as if mentioning a passing detail from his day.

“Today, I played some ranked games with Eunha and Friede.”

His tone was casual, as if it were no big deal, but Chanhyuk responded immediately.

“Do you still keep in touch with Friede?”

“Not me—Eunha does. If you saw how she clings to him despite getting utterly destroyed, you’d feel the same way. Then again, he is that good-looking.”

Chanhyuk, who was plating the slice of cake at the table, nodded before cutting straight to the point.

“How’s his skill?”

“Whose? Friede’s? Didn’t you already get a sense of it when you saw her go up against Lotus?”

“Watching it from the side and playing with her directly are different.”

Well, she wasn’t wrong.

When it came to Friede, just seeing her gameplay in videos versus experiencing it firsthand felt like two completely different worlds.

She was like an onion—you kept peeling back layers, but there was always more to discover. She never got boring.

“Uh, it’s kind of hard to put into words. Saying her skills are exceptional, her reflexes are insane, or her reaction time is fast feels cliché. There’s this aura about her that’s hard to describe.”

“That’s a bit vague…”

“It really was.”

Yoonsoo, feeling that his explanation was woefully inadequate, shook his head in frustration.

After downing a gulp of his drink to clear his head, the perfect word to describe Friede suddenly came to mind.

“Ah, of course. Eating always helps me think.”

“Posture.”

“Huh?”

“His posture is incredible.”

Chanhyuk’s gaze turned cold at Yoonsoo’s answer.

‘Posture? His posture is good…?

‘It might sound just as abstract as his previous explanation to anyone unfamiliar with the context.’

But to Chanhyuk, it was a more precise and definitive description of Friede than anything else Yoonsoo had said so far.

“No matter the time, place, or situation, her posture is always perfect. She never wavers. In that sense, she’s kind of like you.”

“I see… That’s good to know.”

He’s definitely preparing for the upcoming event.

Yoonsoo found Chanhyuk’s reaction amusing.

“So, what are you going to do? Can our ace beat Friede?”

“It’s not a matter of whether I can or can’t.”

To Yoonsoo’s teasing question, Chanhyuk nodded confidently, without a hint of hesitation.

“I will win.”

“Now that’s the attitude I expect from our ace.”

Other franchise stars from rival teams were often hyped up as Chanhyuk’s competition, but Yoonsoo always found it laughable.

Chanhyuk was the true king of Soul Warfare.

Sure, there was that one time Friede defeated him, but that was when Chanhyuk had been casually playing on his alternate account.

Knowing full well what Chanhyuk was capable of when he got serious, Yoonsoo smiled reassuringly.

“Oh, by the way, why did you ask me? Eunha probably knows more about Friede than I do.”

“I already asked Eunha.”

“And?”

When Yoonsoo pressed, Chanhyuk shrugged.

“She talked so much I gave up. She went on for 15 minutes straight and still wasn’t done.”

“Ah…”

“Yeah, that sounds about right.”

After that vlog featuring Friede’s dance performance, she became completely smitten.

Imagining Eunha passionately singing Friede’s praises made Yoonsoo chuckle bitterly.

***

[Title: Today’s Friede & Lotus Arm-in-Arm Love gif]
[Author: KimKkaeDulRak]

—Is Lotus hitting on Friede for real? This is so heartwarming. I never thought this angelic duo would make me feel this way. Honestly, if it’s Lotus, I could accept him being with Friede.

[Comment 1: No way. Friede isn’t for anyone.]

[ZekeGarterBelt: Ah, Lotus isn’t taking my sister either. LOL]

[SincereMan: If we’re being honest, they’re just like official siblings. Right. Totally!]

[Title: So is it Forming or Lotus?]

[Author: BbaeBbaeJwa]

—You’re not abandoning Forming, are you? You’re not going to throw away Forming for some random newcomer, are you? You’re going to cherish our Forming, right? Answer me quickly!!!!

[KimKkaeDulRak: Pepe, you’re such a simp…]

[OO: Open fire! Friede and Forming fans, disruptors are among us!]

[Yasergei: Forming is fine, but if Lotus fits better, I’m all in! LOL I’ll start.]

[Loo: Agreed!]

[NoseGeneral: Ah, Lotus is irresistible.]

[SincereMan: Truly, you’re an enlightened person, Sensei.]

[SunlightBlade: Lotus is kind of broken, honestly.]

[Title: If Friede + Team STK combine, it’d be terrifying.]

[Author: CrimsonLotus]

—Even with just Lotus on their roster, teaming with Friede already creates insane synergy. The opposing team is full of high-tier rankers, but they still get crushed. Now, imagine adding the rest of STK—like Warden. How insane would that be? LOL. I was secretly hoping Friede would go pro. I never thought Friede would flat-out reject the idea so harshly.

[ZekeGarterBelt: I know, right? Such a shame.]

[OO: But why doesn’t Friede go pro? With her skills, she could easily earn more than Lotus.]

[SunlightBlade: With her looks and skills, of course. She could surpass Warden and become the franchise star herself. LOL.]

[Hope5555: If Friede joins STK, the merch sales would skyrocket.]

[SincereMan: Hoho? (Interested)]

[Title: Ah, what the heck, TenLord? What’s with the sudden stream shutdown?]

[Author: BasinWash]

—Ugh, in all my life, I’ve never seen someone end a stream without warning or even finishing their commentary! You’re going to get in serious trouble if you keep piling up bad karma, TenLord! If you hate the chat so much, just ban them! For God’s sake!!!!

[ZekeGarterBelt: Not happening! Never! Absolutely not!]

[MidirsEatsSister: LOL Be thankful it’s not an Islamic country.]

[BbaeBbaeJwa: I already see myself being unemployed. Cheers.]

[Loo: Cheers. Isn’t getting fired inevitable, simp?]

[KimKkaeDulRak: Pepe, just return to the wild already.]

[BbaeBbaeJwa: Shut up, will you?!]

[TinyStepsToBankruptcy: Isn’t Friede just going to start ending streams abruptly without bans if she gets mad in the future?]

[OO: But does this even benefit Friede? She needs to stream to earn income. What’s the point of doing this?]

[DominAtor: Who knows?]

[ZekeGarterBelt: Rumor has it Friede comes from a wealthy family.]

[SunlightBlade: Rumors like that can’t be trusted.]

***

“The reactions are overwhelming.”

Scanning the responses on her phone, Dayoung let out a small sigh, muttering to herself.

‘These days, I feel like I check my sister’s stream reactions more than my own.’

Well, her own stream was running smoothly without any issues, so there wasn’t much to worry about.

Forming’s strength as a streamer lay in pursuing calm, consistent content, unlike other chaotic attention-seeking broadcasts.

Although not at the level of a top-tier gamer, her adequate skills made her a solid team player as long as she had support.

Without exaggerated actions, she maintained a calm demeanor, steadily balancing gameplay and broadcasting.

Her cute yet beautiful looks and composed personality guaranteed an enjoyable viewing experience.

By meeting the expectations of a wide audience, her stream steadily maintained consistent viewership and engagement, even if it didn’t generate a lot of buzz.

This level of stability was only possible because the curse had been lifted.

That’s why Friede’s increasingly noisy streams had been drawing her attention lately.

Her dear older sister, and one of her closest comrades as a Hero, had been at the center of constant uproar.

Naturally, Dayoung found herself checking reactions daily and even watching Friede’s streams to ensure there were no problems.

Although Ajin’s editing would likely smooth out any rough edges, it was better to be safe than sorry.

“Let’s go, Dayoung the Simp! Let’s go see that Hero Simp Face everyone’s been talking about!”

Grabbing the overly excited Pepe, who was flitting around, she stuffed him into her bag with a sigh.

It was 10 a.m., a time when Dayoung’s day had just begun.

For her, it wasn’t particularly early, but given her usual schedule, it was definitely an “early bird” kind of morning.

The reason she was moving around so briskly, out of sync with her usual rhythm, was because of an urgent issue.

‘A new Hero, huh…’

The frequency of Heroes appearing seemed shorter recently. ‘Was it just her imagination?’

A new name had appeared in the Alpha Code Hero chatroom:

‘YuriRing… what even is that?’

Judging by the name, it seemed to be another female Hero. 

Somehow, she already felt a sense of impending trouble.

Dealing with someone like Lotus, a regular civilian, was exhausting enough.

Even Ajin, as a fellow Hero, was sometimes a handful.

The emergence of a new variable always brought a certain level of anxiety.

Dayoung could only hope that this time, the new Hero would be a normal, reasonable one.

Of course, she didn’t include herself in that definition, but no one around her would point that out.


“Yes! More Heroes! Let’s become gods of a new world!”

“Ah, seriously!”

Swatting her bag as Pepe continued his antics, Dayoung quickly stepped out the door.

Her stride was faster than usual.



 
  Chapter 113: Back to the battlefield


“Hello, I’m Lee Yuri.”

A flicker of relief passed through Dayoung’s eyes as she met Yuri for the first time.

If anything, it felt like she was thinking, ‘Oh, she’s just ordinary, I guess.’

Dayoung must have worried quite a bit about what kind of person Yuri would be and whether her personality might be difficult.

From Dayoung’s perspective, Yuri probably seemed acceptable enough.

It might have been an overly protective and concerned reaction, but… I could understand her feelings.

‘If Yuri had been some obnoxious troublemaker, it would have been a headache for me too.’

‘If she had been someone so twisted and unmanageable that I couldn’t rehabilitate her, I wouldn’t have taken care of her like this in the first place.’

‘Of course, I would keep observing her going forward, but in the worst-case scenario…’

No, this wasn’t the time to entertain such thoughts, so I quickly brushed them aside.

Anyway, Dayoung, Ajin, and Yuri all seemed to get along well enough to accept one another.

Alright, this works. This is good enough for me.

“Nice to meet you, Yuri. I’m Pepe.”

Yuri silently nodded as she observed Pepe, who was making a show of circling around and flaunting his presence.

As expected of someone experienced in this world, she didn’t seem fazed even when a frog with angel wings spoke in a bizarre tone.

“Well, if you brought her here, she must have a story she can’t share, right?”

“Yeah. She’s fine now, but when she steps out of this house, her gender changes.”

“Wow, so Yuri has a real-time TS attribute? That’s rare.”

“It’s… it’s not rare at all!”

Yuri puffed her cheeks in a sulky manner, clearly flustered by the teasing, while Pepe, amused by her reaction, started doing the Zero Two dance.

Watching this, I wondered, ‘Am I hopeless for thinking this would make great streaming content, or am I just getting better at my job as a streamer?’

‘If Pepe were to make a live appearance on stream, it could honestly become hilarious content.’

‘A frog with wings? That alone would grab attention.’

‘And on top of that, his ridiculous way of speaking made him a walking bundle of content.’

‘If he ended up on a public broadcast instead of just a stream, how would that play out? My head started spinning just thinking about it.’

In short, imagine one of the world-saving heroes doing flips while yelling, “Yeah!”

What a headache.

“Hey, are you okay?”

“Oh, yeah. Don’t worry.”

No matter what, I decided I absolutely couldn’t let Pepe appear on stream.

‘Even if he eventually came out as a hero…’

‘Someday, I’d have to give Dayoung a heads-up about this too. Because ultimately… yeah, this was about protecting a hero’s pride.

***

After a minor hiccup, things soon settled down, and the conversation naturally drifted into a more subdued tone.

Understandably, with a group of heroes gathered like this, the air was a bit awkward.

Well, it would get better with time. 

No need to overthink it.

Now, then… I should probably bring this up with Dayoung.

“Yuri will be staying here for the next year. Ajin will be moving in soon, too.”

The sweet scent of juice being poured into a glass wafted through the air.

The real reason I created this gathering was to introduce Yuri to Dayoung.

But now, I realized there was another intention hidden within me that I hadn’t been aware of until now.

‘Could it be that I wanted Dayoung to move here too?’

However, Dayoung’s situation was different from Ajin’s and Yuri’s.

Unlike those still struggling with curses, Dayoung had already returned to normal.

‘Sure, this place was a great living environment, but did she really need to move here?’ It made me pause to think.

Well, agonizing over it wouldn’t solve anything.

So…

“Dayoung, why don’t you move in here as well?”

“…?!”

“Yeah, if Dayoung’s not coming, at least let me move in, b—OUCH!”

I smacked Pepe on the head, making a peace sign with his wings, and turned my gaze to Dayoung.

Her eyes reflected a mix of conflict, confusion, and warmth as they met mine, emotions shining in the light and imprinting on my memory.

“Well… I’d love to stay with you all, but I need to visit my mom in the hospital and take care of the house. I’ll need to talk it over with her after she’s discharged.”

I’d heard her mom was doing much better and would be discharged soon.

Dayoung planned to discuss it with her mom then.

Well, that was a relief.

For a hero who had returned to her original world, nothing shattered one’s mental state more than finding family troubles waiting for them.

“Like I told Ajin, you just have to bring yourself here. The place is spacious enough, so your mom could join us too. I hope you’ll think about it positively.”

“Okay.”

Nodding while sipping her juice, Dayoung suddenly perked up, as if she’d just remembered something.

“Oh, right! Aren’t you starting the event soon? Have you found your team yet?”

“Not yet.”

“Looking at the schedule, isn’t it about time we announce it? We haven’t made any public statements yet. Is this really okay?”

At that moment, Yuri, who had been silently listening, raised her hand cautiously and spoke.

“Um, Sehee.”

“Yeah, what is it?”

“Can I… maybe help with the broadcast too?”

“Huh?”

“Excuse me? Come again?”

“Uh, well… since I’m going to be here for a year anyway, I feel like I’d just be freeloading if I didn’t do anything.”

Yuri blushed as she spoke, her face turning red in embarrassment. 

Seeing this, Pepe clicked his tongue and interjected.

“Yuri, can you even edit videos like Ajin does?”

“Not really… I don’t know much about broadcasting, but I just want to help somehow.”

“Tch! If you really want to help, just do a 100-serving mukbang. How can anyone resist a high school girl’s 100-serving mukbang?”

“Why are you dragging her into a 100-serving mukbang, of all things?”

“Even though it’s not likely to happen, if we did such a broadcast, wouldn’t we stop being treated like humans?”

“More importantly, Yuri is a minor. Is it even okay for her to get involved in this kind of work?”

I couldn’t help but wonder if her family might say something about this later.

Well, it’s not like we’re doing anything immediately, so I’ll have to think it over carefully.

Just then…

-Bzzz!

My phone buzzed with a notification, and I checked the email that appeared on the screen.

Inside was…

“It’s here.”

The official event announcement had arrived.

It was time to start.

***

The STK team’s marketing division was in chaos, busy planning the new event match.

The last brawl tournament had been a massive success, so fans were expecting even more from this event.

“Good thing we got Fried to participate this time.”

“Absolutely. This time, it’s not just Lotus, but the whole STK team involved.”

“Exactly. Friede even mentioned on stream that she’s aiming for Challenger rank 1, so it’ll make for a great rivalry with Warden. Let’s make that a highlight in our promotions.”

Friede and Lotus.

With their storyline, skills, and their exceptional appearances, the narrative practically wrote itself…

That’s why we decided to organize another event match.

In a way, it was like an expansion pack for the brawl tournament.

Looking at the lineup of participants, there was no doubt it would draw everyone’s attention.

Warden and Friede were finally going head-to-head.

Not in a simple ranked game, but in a match broadcasted for all to see.

If Lotus was the strongest among female players, this would be Warden’s stage to prove who the ultimate champion was.

Even though it was a team match, the format added another layer of excitement.

“How are the players? No issues with their condition?”

“Since there’s a break until the next league after this event, and it’s just a one-day schedule, there shouldn’t be any major problems.”

“Good.”

When the meeting ended, most people started leaving, but seven individuals remained seated.

The team leader mentioned having something to think about, and a few team members stayed back, pretending to tidy up the room.

Once everyone else had left, the tension eased slightly, and the team leader smiled warmly.

“This event’s concept was really well done. Thanks to this, Friede will have even more opportunities to shine. Good work.”

The team leader felt reassured as he looked at his team, particularly at the member who had transformed into Friede’s strongest supporter.

“Not at all. Friede is like our goddess, after all.”

“A goddess… Yes, she’s not just an angel; she truly deserves to be called a goddess.”

With such noble beauty and grace, it was impossible to describe her any other way.

They couldn’t forget.

It was etched into their minds.

Friede’s face, revealed after she took off her helmet during a live stream…

Like a butterfly breaking free from its chrysalis, her golden beauty spread its wings.

Her pure and breathtaking appearance didn’t seem human. It was otherworldly.

“Yes, this is no ordinary person. She’s truly a goddess.”

“Our goal is simple: to bring Friede onboard as a franchise streamer for STK. Even if it means giving up everything STK has to offer.”

“Uh, team leader, while we all want that too… isn’t it a bit much to say we’d give up the entire STK team for her?”

Frustratingly, their capabilities were limited.

The man leading them was just a department head, and they were merely his subordinates—individuals easily swept away by a single gust of wind within the organization.

Hearing his team member’s self-deprecating remark, the team leader’s eyes gleamed with a confident light.

“Let me make this clear.”


With a triumphant smile, the team leader declared:

“In the Friede Fan Club, I’m merely the weakest of the Four Heavenly Kings.”

This statement made it clear that there were higher powers within the organization who shared his passion.

Everyone’s eyes widened in astonishment.



 
  Chapter 114: Something New is Needed


[Something Huge Just Dropped!!!!]
Author: Pepe

—FRIEDE VS STK – The Showdown of the Century! STK! Are they gods? Friede! Is she a goddess? At last, the ultimate match between Warden and Friede is happening! Stay tuned to the channel!

[OO: What is this idiot saying? I actually got excited for a second.] 

[nKimKkaetulLakkuEo: Huh? What’s this? What’s happening?]

[nOO: Huh? For real? The news is already up on Outven.]

[LyaSergei: Is Pepe a staff member or what?]

[nJikgutterBelt: Come to think of it, this guy’s rumors about Friede are oddly accurate… Found it! You’re the culprit!]

[Pepe: What are you saying, idiots…]

***

[Surely they won’t treat this event half-heartedly, right?]
Author: IlgwangSogeom

—It’s Friede VS Warden. Of course, with the Streamer Team and the STK Team, balance has been completely thrown out the window. Still, if we’re lucky, we might see a one-on-one duel between Warden and Friede. They’re people too, so they’d already sense the tension and go full tryhard mode, right? Haha.

[NunaEatingMidir: I’m not sure about the others, but Warden and Friede probably will.]

[Theminator: But I’m a bit uneasy since it’s not a one-on-one in the arena like with the Lotus event. What if one side backs out for some reason?]

[LAmPadu: Haha, if that happens, riots will break out immediately.]

[WashBasin: Who said that? Who suggested backing out? Kill them with the Gold Staff!]

***

[Is it just me, or does it feel like STK is getting strangely entangled with Friede lately?]
Author: yaSergei

—Even during the last Rumble, they seemed to be pushing the Lotus vs. Friede narrative hard, and now Friede is invited as a guest streamer again. Are they trying to set Friede up as the face of their franchise? If they combine STK’s name value with Friede’s popularity, it could skyrocket.

[KimKkaetulLakku: It’s true. After the Rumble finals, it feels like they’ve been clinging to Friede nonstop.]

[NunaEatingMidir: For someone like Friede, it makes sense for STK to be interested. Do they even have another streamer besides Boxer and Baker at Friede’s level?]

[DustCollectsDebt: Does Friede look like a cash cow to them?]

[Loo: She looks like gold, though?]

[nLAmPadu: Crazy bastards, lol.]

[nTheminator: Ever since Friede revealed her face, there’s been an explosion of creeps harassing her.]

[nJikgutterBelt: Seriously, Friede needs to bring on the era of mass lawsuits one of these days.]

[Loo: Well, you can’t catch everyone with the net.]

[nIlgwangSogeom: If you investigate thoroughly, you can catch anyone, my guy…]

***

A new buzz has emerged in the Soul Warfare Outven community.

It’s the event match hosted by the STK organization, plastered all over the news.

Unlike the previous Rumble tournament, this event has a condensed one-day schedule.

If it were just that, people might glance at it out of curiosity and then move on, losing interest.

In fact, it might have been mocked for hogging the news with a trivial event.

But the thumbnail image featuring me was enough to make anyone hover their mouse and click on it.

‘Ah, what is this sudden rush of heat to my face?’ It felt like I was holding hand warmers to my cheeks, radiating warmth nonstop.

My lips betrayed my embarrassment and shyness as they curled upward, and I could feel the shift in my facial muscles.

If someone could read my thoughts, it would be the kind of cringe-worthy moment that makes you want to kick the blankets in shame.

Still, as I endured my excessive embarrassment, I eventually began rationalizing it.

‘It’s silly to praise myself, but what can I do?’

“If it looks good, it’s pretty.”

Honestly, anyone would say I look pretty.

People say it’s hard to judge your own face objectively, but with this much difference, that saying feels utterly baseless.

Claiming this level of beauty is “ordinary” would actually be rude.

Anyway, putting aside thoughts about my face, I checked the reactions to the news article.

Fortunately, the responses were quite enthusiastic.

If this had happened before I was summoned to this world, how would I have felt about my face being plastered on the news for such an event?

I’d probably have been so filled with worry and anxiety that I’d lose sleep over it.

That’s what anxiety is—fretting over unresolved problems until your mind and spirit are drained.

The excessive tension would serve as a stimulant until the day of the event, but as soon as it began, the balance would collapse, and my mental state would crumble into a ridiculous mess.

Excessive attention is said to shrink one’s heart, but even when my face was plastered all over the site, I felt no particular reaction.

It’s not like I’m in a position to shy away from it. 

Attention is a good thing—the more, the better.

Without it, I’m the type of person who would wither and die, like flower seeds scattered on asphalt under the scorching sun.

“Let’s see who’s participating.”

I scanned through the details of this tournament.

Although I had received the schedule earlier, I didn’t know which important streamers were on the team.

It felt odd that even the team members had kept this secret from each other. 

I wondered if this was just my imagination, but it somehow felt advantageous for STK.

“Gunder, Haldir, Bisu… These are all familiar names.”

There were other streamers, but including myself, more than half of them had participated in the Rumble tournament.

It gave off the impression that they just picked the team based on Rumble participants.

Thinking about it, it made sense. 

‘How many streamers have secured a spot in the highest tier?’

Looking at the list of streamers in the announcement, I couldn’t help but feel disappointed that Dayoung’s name wasn’t there.

She’s barely holding onto her Grandmaster rank, but who would’ve thought she wouldn’t be invited?

She even made it to the quarterfinals, so I thought for sure she’d make it in. 

But in the end, all I could do was feel regret.

It’s not like I could wrestle with the organizers to force them to add Dayoung.

More importantly, “what should I do about today’s stream?”

“Should I skip it?”

It was a pointless rhetorical question.

‘If I started streaming now, I’d be bombarded with endless questions and wouldn’t be able to focus on the game.’

‘Otherwise, I’d end up repeating answers to the same questions with slightly different wording, like a parrot, throughout the stream.’

It would feel awkward, like I was hosting a justification broadcast.

You might say it’s no different from the post-Rumble afterparty stream, but people act more on emotion than logic, don’t they?

Rather than just skipping a stream, maybe… Yeah, it’s better to offer something new after the break.

I can’t keep milking gameplay streams forever, after all.

Come to think of it, my streaming content has been pretty monotonous.

The only somewhat unique content I’ve done was the editor competition.

‘Is there a fresher idea?’

No matter how much I thought about it, I couldn’t come up with anything.

To be honest, I might be one of the streamers with the least input.

My streams so far have been coasting off my gaming skills.

Now that I’ve become a major streamer, it’s time to build some sophistication to match.

So… it’s time to study.

It’s nothing fancy. 

I just need to gather information.

I searched on YouTube with the straightforward term, “streaming content ideas.”

“Heh, there’s a lot.”

Contrary to my initial worry that such a simple search wouldn’t yield anything useful, the results were quite diverse.

There were even entire video series organized into playlists.

“20 Tips for Small Streamer Growth,” “Interactive Content Ideas,” “Proven Ways to Succeed in Streaming,” and so on.

I didn’t know where to start, but the video lengths were daunting.

After scrolling up and down repeatedly with my mouse wheel, I ended up just closing YouTube altogether.

Yup, studying over.

I figured it’d be better to hear advice from experienced people.

I summoned everyone in the “Hero Room” channel on Alpha Code.

***

[Friede: Rise and shine, early birds!]

[Ajin: I’m up!]

[Forming: What now –]

[Pepe: What scheme are you up to now, BitcheeSehee?]

The reactions were swift and consistent as always.

[Friede: I need new streaming content ideas.]

[Forming: ??? Why?]

[Forming: -Typing a message-]

[Forming: Why don’t you just stream gameplay like usual? The tide isn’t just coming in; it’s a flood. What kind of content are you talking about?]

[Pepe: Someone’s gotten spoiled.]

[Friede: I want to try streaming with a different concept. Taking suggestions.]

[Forming: Out of nowhere like this…?]

The channel fell silent, like everyone was buffering their thoughts.

It’s not like they could conjure up ideas on the spot as if they were magical tools.

After about 30 seconds of nothing, just as I was about to start typing again…

[Ajin: V-vlog? What about that?]

[Pepe: No idea.]

Turns out, there was a magical tool in this room.

[Friede: Vlog?]

[Ajin: Y-yeah, you could film your daily life. Your fans… would probably love it.]

‘Vlog videos, huh? The explanation made it sound like a decent idea.’

[Forming: That’s not bad. Just shoot anything casually. Throw in some shots of your face, and you’re good for 20,000 viewers.]

[Pepe: Yeah, even Dayoung thinks it’s decent.]


‘If I’m going to film something, might as well do it with others.’

Filming solo with a selfie stick feels awkward.

Once the theme was set, the concept for the content quickly grew and expanded like adding flesh to a skeleton.

And so, I stealthily announced a break, and nothing in this world could stop me.



 
  Chapter 115: It’s been revealed


“Caw! Caw!”

The sound of crows woke me from consciousness early in the morning.

‘Wasn’t the quintessential morning bird song supposed to be sparrows in the sunlight? What were crows doing in the middle of Soul?’

‘Even if it were pigeons, I’d understand, but this was downright strange.’

As I opened my eyes, I saw the familiar ceiling.

Sometimes, I worried that if I woke up, I’d find myself staring at the unfamiliar ceiling of another world.

But today, I welcomed a refreshingly pleasant morning, as if washing away that lingering unease.

While diligent folks might stretch and rise right away, my eyelids, having lifted for just a moment, fell back down helplessly.

Surely, there’s nothing sweeter than wrapping yourself in the morning sunshine as a blanket for a quick nap.

“Ugh…”

My body trembled in response as it relaxed on the bed, teetering on the boundary of consciousness.

Just before completely drifting into the land of dreams, I felt a tension brush past me, like walking a tightrope precariously close to falling off a cliff.

It wasn’t sleep paralysis—my consciousness was intact—but it felt as though one more step forward would drop me into the dream realm.

Although I could have snapped myself fully awake, I chose to savor the current sensation without filtering it.

And then—

Bzzzzz!

A sound, far removed from nature, pierced through the peaceful morning, jolting my eardrums.

The familiar buzzing vibrated near enough to grab with a stretch of my hand, irritating my nerves.

The unusually loud vibrations emanating from the bedside table snapped my languid mind to full alertness.

Eyes still closed, I groped blindly with one arm, determined to feel the soft touch of my sheets as long as possible, until my hand clutched my smartphone.

Finally turning my head, I spotted the notification displayed on the screen.

“Ah…”

Faced with an alert I couldn’t ignore, I furrowed my brow and reluctantly lifted my body.

My heavy eyelids and drowsy mind pleaded for me to crawl back into bed, but I forced myself to leave its embrace and stretched with all my might.

“Ack!”

It felt as if not just my blood but an unseen energy surged through my veins, filling my body with an exhilarating vitality.

Like a bird breaking free of its chains to revel in the open sky, I felt invincible.

Not that I had superpowers, but if this feeling lasted forever, wouldn’t that make me as good as a hero? I chuckled at the silly thought.

Having woken up on time thanks to the alarm, I mentally reviewed the tasks for the day while heading into the shower.

As warm water cascaded over me, my mind spun quickly with an odd sense of excitement.

Water is truly miraculous—just pouring a bucket over myself or standing under a shower often sparks some great ideas.

Today marked the start of the pre-event phase, so I began organizing my thoughts about what to eat, what to wear, and when to leave.

It was like performing a disk cleanup in my head.

Creak.

When I opened the door after finishing my shower, the warmth filling the bathroom burst out all at once.

As the cooler air from outside seeped into the heat, it felt oddly like someone brushing against me, prompting me to hurriedly dry myself off.

Drying my long hair took some time, and I wondered if I was just being overly sensitive to the air’s touch.

‘How would I react in front of others if I’m this sensitive?’ I mused, my heart oddly racing at the thought.

‘It’s an offline public broadcast…’

This wasn’t just another event. 

Unlike the previous online-only tournaments, this one would be held offline.

The idea of my real self being broadcast was thrilling, laced with excitement and anticipation, though there was also a small tinge of anxiety mixed in.

Some might scoff, saying I’ve already revealed my face during live streams, so why make such a big deal out of this?

But streaming and public broadcasts are entirely different.

‘Streaming feels like my personal space, where I control how I interact with viewers.’

‘Public broadcasts, on the other hand, force me to expose myself in an unfamiliar environment.’

And why did that thought suddenly feel… suggestive?

‘If I had to explain it, it’s like performing a strip show in front of an audience, baring everything.’

Such ridiculous thoughts crossed my mind, but after all, isn’t imagination equally accessible to everyone?

No one would see or judge this, so I considered it my personal safe zone.

Taking a brief pause, I checked the time.

It was 9 a.m. 

A slightly awkward time to whip up a full meal.

To make matters worse, today was Saturday, meaning the event would start in the morning.

‘Should I just grab something on the way?’

As I moved to change into my outfit, I heard a soft knock at the door.

***

Knock, knock.

When I opened the door, standing in front of me were—

“We’re here!”

“Unni, it’s me!”

“Sehee, it’s me!”

Dayoung, Ajin, and Yuri were all gathered outside.

They smiled brightly upon seeing me, but their faces gradually turned pale as their gazes dropped downward.

What’s wrong with them?

“Seriously, unni! If you’re going to answer the door, at least put some clothes on!”

“Come on, you’re the only ones who come here anyway.”

“That’s not the point. Why would you come out in just your underwear?!”

Though I tried to argue that it didn’t matter since we were all the same gender, Dayoung’s scolding silenced me.

If I kept talking, I’d surely end up as the infamous “Shameless Sehee.”

I quickly threw on some casual clothes and properly greeted the three of them.

Once they stepped inside, the quiet room instantly became lively.

Yuri, who had brought a container with her, proudly set it on the dining table.

“You haven’t eaten yet, right? I made sandwiches. There’s plenty, so help yourselves.”

“Wow, thanks.”

The neatly arranged sandwiches in the container looked quite appetizing.

Even without tasting them, their presentation rivaled that of a high-end bakery.

The baguette was stuffed with ham, cheese, lettuce, and tomatoes—each ingredient layered perfectly without being squished, reminding me of a rainbow rice cake.

Taking out one sandwich and biting into it, the bread and filling combined harmoniously as the flavors blended on my tongue.

“Wow, it’s delicious.”

“Right? You really did a good job with this.”

“This… this flavor!”

We were all impressed by how good it was.

It wasn’t gourmet-level food that would blow your mind, but it was tasty enough to enjoy repeatedly without getting tired of it.

Poorly made sandwiches tend to have ingredients that feel disjointed, but this one brought out a natural, cohesive taste.

“You’re really good at this.”

“Ah, well, my parents run a café, so I’ve picked up a few things here and there. Since you live alone, Sehee, I thought you might not be eating properly, so I made this for you.”

“Thanks. This was the best breakfast I’ve had in a while.”

“I’m glad it suits your taste.”

Her flushed cheeks and shyly diverted gaze radiated such charm that it was impossible not to notice.

Yuri’s homemaking skills were on full display today, and she seemed particularly graceful.

It was a delightful new side of her.

At that moment, I felt a strange gaze prickling my awareness.

Turning my head, I saw Ajin filming me with a camcorder—no, wait, there were two of her!

Ah, right. 

I forgot she could use her duplication ability.

“Are you already recording for your vlog?”

“Yep! Since the concept is daily life, the more footage I have, the better. Don’t worry about the angles; I’ve got it covered. Just relax and eat.”

“Well, even if something problematic gets recorded, it’s not like I can’t just edit it out later.”

Dayoung shrugged nonchalantly while munching on her sandwich, while Ajin, controlling her duplicate with one hand, focused intently on her filming.

Seeing this, I was reminded once again of how real it felt that we were heroes.

After finishing my breakfast, I returned to my room to change clothes.

Since I wasn’t entirely familiar with women’s fashion yet, I decided to base my outfit on the items Dayoung and Ajin had chosen for me during our last shopping trip.

Taking out the clothes, I laid them on the bed and examined them.

Looking at the top and bottom, I imagined how they’d look on me.

“Hmm, this should be fine, right?”

‘Probably?’

I wasn’t planning to walk around inappropriately dressed, and these were standard women’s clothing items sold in stores.

Even online reviews didn’t mention anything odd about these outfits, so I figured it would be okay.

Since this was only my second time wearing this style of clothing after being dragged around by Dayoung and Ajin during that shopping trip, I took a moment to gather myself.

“Alright!”

I took a deep breath to calm my nerves.

***

After about a minute of steady breathing, I opened my eyes wide and declared, “Let’s do this!”

“Hey, slowpoke. Why’s it taking unni so long?”

“Huh? Oh… um…”

Dayoung reflexively started to say, ‘Maybe because she used to be a guy, so she’s not used to dressing like this,’ but stopped herself, hastily gulping down her words.’

‘Phew, that was close.’

She grumbled inwardly and took a sip of juice.

The sweet fruity scent filled her throat, helping to soothe her startled mind.

‘It’s fine. I’m the only one who knows unni’s secret.’

Sehee’s secret was something even the other heroes didn’t know.

Unless she spoke about it herself, Dayoung knew she’d remain the sole keeper of this forbidden truth.

There was no need to react to any stray comments from the others—just play it cool.

“Maybe she’s just struggling to pick an outfit because she has too many options?”

“Yeah, maybe.”

Ajin, fiddling with her camcorder, seemed disappointed, as if she couldn’t wait to film Sehee in her casual outfit.

Dayoung decided to change the subject.

“Yuri, you’re staying home, right?”

“Yeah, I’d rather not go outside since I turn into a guy when I do. It’s just not a comfortable feeling. I don’t think Sehee would want me tagging along in that state, either. I’ll stay here and hold down the fort.”

“That’s too bad. But once the year is up, you and Ajin will be able to go outside too. Let’s plan to hang out together then.”

“Sure, thanks.”

Yuri smiled warmly, clearly appreciating the sentiment, which made Dayoung feel all fuzzy inside.

Getting along as fellow heroes was something Sehee had always hoped for, and it truly felt good to see their camaraderie.

Just then, the door to Sehee’s room opened, and she finally stepped out.

“Huh?”

“Ah…”

“Oh my gosh!”

The three of them reacted differently.

Yuri seemed surprised by Sehee’s sudden image change, while Ajin was utterly captivated by the allure radiating from her new outfit.

And Dayoung…

“Oh my god, unni, this is… no, it’s too much.”

Dayoung’s expression was a mixture of shock and embarrassment as she assessed the outfit.

“Seriously, with a chest like that, why would you wear a bustier and sheer top? Are you trying to get every guy to stare?”

“It’s black, so it’s not that revealing, is it?”

“The fact that it’s black is the problem! Do you have any idea how much it shows through? Especially with your pale skin, it stands out even more!”

Dayoung was practically foaming at the mouth as she continued her tirade.

“And this bustier—what size is it? Why is it so tight? What if something shows?”

“Is it… really that bad?”

Unable to answer, Dayoung averted her gaze with a flushed face.


Sehee’s outfit was bold—a black bustier that barely contained her ample chest, layered with a sheer black blouse.

A skirt that just barely covered her hips, paired with sleek black stockings that accentuated her legs.

Around her neck was a black choker resting against her snow-white skin.

Thus, Sehee’s first outfit for her debut offline broadcast was decided.



 
  Chapter 116: Why did they pull it back?


“Then!”

“We…”

“We’ll be going now.”

“Yes, take care, everyone.”

With Yuri seeing us off, we headed downstairs.

Meanwhile, Ajin was busy filming.

Seeing this… I realized that a vlog doesn’t have to be anything grand.

If I were to describe how I felt watching Ajin film her vlog, I’d say this:

A mosquito that doesn’t bite.

What an odd combination that doesn’t match at all.

But at the same time, there’s no better way to describe Ajin filming her vlog.

She flitted around, recording everything with her camcorder, yet she never actually “bit” anything.

“Is this how I should be filming?”

“Yeah, yeah!”

She eagerly nodded, hopping around, looking quite cute.

“Don’t think of it as filming. Just relax~ Be natural~ Add a little artistic touch~.”

‘Artistic touch? What does that even mean?’

‘Was this some kind of refined expression fueled by artistic passion?’

Every time Ajin’s body lifted off the ground, the camcorder shook slightly.

At first, I found it strange.

After all, when I thought of vlogging, I imagined using a selfie stick with a smartphone to casually record.

Dayoung, who had been quietly following beside us, half-lidded her eyes and muttered.

“That thing looks shiny… You didn’t just buy it for this, did you? It feels like you’re going a little overboard for your vlog…”

“Of—of course not! You idiot. I bought this a while ago for video recording.”

Ajin snapped back defensively, then soon drooped her shoulders with a sullen expression.

“I mean, I do editing, and sometimes I get outdoor filming requests. But in the end, I never got to use it because of… all this.”

***

Ah, right.

Because of that damned curse, outdoor activities were out of the question.

Now it made sense why Ajin was so eager about filming an outdoor vlog.

She had prepared for it, but unforeseen circumstances had ruined everything. 

So she must have wanted to do it at least once, just to get it out of her system.

“Unnie, are we really going to walk there?”

“Huh?”

“I mean, it’d be nice to film in a quiet alley or something, but recording on a busy street or a bus feels a bit… you know.”

“Well, technically, I could just stop filming… but I don’t want to stop…”

Yeah, that made sense.

Dayoung’s concern was valid.

Especially since Ajin was dressed for the occasion.

If passersby saw a group of girls carrying a camcorder and recording, it might look odd.

And Ajin clearly wanted to capture as much outdoor footage as possible.

Stopping now would feel like a waste.

Well, the answer was simple.

“How about we take my car?”

“?!”

Everyone’s eyes widened in shock.

“Unnie, you have a car?”

“Yeah. Did I never mention it?”

“Of course not.”

“A—A private vehicle owned by Friede… This… this is good content, Unnie!”

Ajin mumbled excitedly, her eyes sparkling suspiciously.

‘Would the audience actually enjoy something like this?’

Either way, the idea of using my car seemed like a solid plan.

No one would bother us.

Inside the car, we could vlog, have deep conversations, or even do something more ridiculous, and no one could say a thing.

“Alright, shall we go?”

With everyone nodding in agreement, there was nothing holding us back.

We turned back and took the elevator down to the basement.

Since I was the only one in this building with a car, the parking area was practically deserted.

Honestly, I had barely been here since returning to the modern world.

But finding my car wouldn’t be difficult—after all, there was only one.

***

“Huh?”

As soon as the car came into view, Dayoung stopped in her tracks.

She quickly pulled out her smartphone, seemingly searching for something.

Then she sighed.

“Unnie.”

“What? Why?”

“Just to be sure… Are you actually good at driving?”

“Yeah. I mean, I have a license, even though I haven’t driven in a while.”

At my words, Dayoung swayed slightly as if dizzy, then shook her head with a sigh.

“Since when does having a license automatically mean you’re good at driving?”

‘Hey, that’s a bit harsh.’

I drove my dad’s car quite a bit before being summoned to another world.

I still remembered everything.

And thanks to the goddess, I even had ‘Ji Sehee’s’ driver’s license now.

Sure, I had a bit of a gap, but the spirit of a hero was roaring inside me, demanding to take the wheel.

“Let’s all promise to forgive any potential accidents.”

“All of a sudden?”

“I mean, if Unnie causes an accident and she’s 90% at fault… the other party will go bankrupt trying to pay for the damage.”

“W—What? You idiot. What do you mean by that?!”

Ajin, looking dumbfounded, was about to argue when Dayoung suddenly shoved her smartphone in her face.

And then…

“Huh?”

Ajin alternated glances between my car and the reflection on her phone screen before quietly stepping back.

‘Now what’s up with her?’

Tilting my head in confusion at her sudden reaction, Dayoung stepped in to explain.

“This is a Lurs Louis Swagtail.”

‘Huh? What’s that?’

‘Oh, was that the name of the car?’ First time hearing it.

Seeing my indifferent expression, Dayoung let out an exasperated sigh and shouted.

“It’s worth 15.6 billion won!”

“Y-Yeah, even brushing against most cars would be instant death, Unnie.”

“Huh?”

***

“We got here too fast. Damn it.”

Unlike his usual friendly persona on stream, the man grumbled under his breath, lips jutting out in a pout.

This was the streamer Gunder, one of the participants in the STK Rumble Tournament.

He had been utterly crushed by Friede, though he liked to think it was a close match.

Beside him, a burly man with a laid-back demeanor—his editor—checked his phone and relayed a message.

“The organizers just contacted me. They’ll pick us up if we wait here. Might as well grab some popcorn and wait.”

“Ugh, you messed up the time, and now I’m stuck here wasting time with a guy. If at least a cute girl was with us, that’d be different.”

“Jeez, complaining over being 15 minutes early? You forgot how I covered for you when you messed up a collab schedule before? Call it even.”

“Are you ever gonna let that go? What, you planning to hold it over my head till I die?”

“Eh?! Gunder-kun, you’re going to wait for me until I die?”

“Shut up, you wanna die first?”

The Warfare Mart echoed with their ridiculous banter.

It was almost impressive how much they milked an old mistake. 

If this were a bone broth, it’d be boiled down to nothing by now.

Gunder, though clearly annoyed by his editor’s smugness, couldn’t come up with a counterargument and just grumbled.

As annoying as he was, the guy always came through when it mattered.

They had been close for a long time, so firing him wasn’t an option.

If they ever parted ways, it would probably be for personal reasons rather than anything work-related.

Gunder didn’t mind the editor’s growing arrogance, but he wished the guy would tone down the cringy otaku remarks.

“Whoa, look over there, man. It’s streamer Bisu.”

Through the glass, they spotted a pair of figures walking toward the building.

Streamer Bisu, someone Gunder had met before.

Like him, Bisu had also been demolished by Friede in the STK Rumble Tournament, only at a later stage.

“Looks like all the streamers are showing up with their teams.”

“Obviously. It’s not just the esports teams that benefit from this event.”

“True, this is prime content for the participating streamers.”

-Crunch, crunch.

The editor, already munching on a family-sized bucket of popcorn he had somehow acquired, spoke with interest.

Gunder shook his head at the sight.

Bringing his editor along was an easy decision.

For a streamer, an event like this was a goldmine for content.

Official tournaments and events weren’t just about the matches—they were a treasure trove of behind-the-scenes moments.

Fans loved seeing the stories and incidents that happened off-screen.

Most streamers who had a clue would bring an editor to capture as much footage as possible.

Whether it was a vlog or something else, having more footage meant more material to work with later.

‘What about Friede? Did she bring an editor too?’

Gunder vaguely remembered hearing something about a controversial editor in her camp.

Not that it really mattered now.

At the time, it had stirred up a minor debate, but nothing serious enough to affect her.

***

“Hey, aren’t you excited?”

“About what?”

“We’re finally going to see Friede.”

At Gunder’s words, his editor grinned and took a deep, exaggerated breath.

“Hehehe. Of course. The moment Friede shows up, I’m ditching you and filming only her.”

“Kek. Can’t argue with that. I’d do the same.”

These days, Friede was beyond famous.

She had dominated the Rumble Tournament, even taking down Lotus, proving her insane skills.

And on top of that, she had finally revealed her face.

Her beauty was almost alien—so dazzling it sparked endless discussions online.

Even people who knew nothing about streaming or Soul Warfare had at least seen GIFs of her circulating the internet.

She was, without a doubt, the strongest member of the streamer team.

While the team had some high-ranked Challenger and Grandmaster players, they couldn’t compare to the STK esports pros.

Still, this was the perfect opportunity.

If they managed to pull off an upset, the recognition would be enormous.

Gunder wasn’t one to just go with the flow—he wanted to leave his mark.

“Should be about time now.”

“Yeah, is Friede running late?”

“How should I know? Other than Forming, no one in the streamer group really knows her.”

Hopefully, she wasn’t late or skipping out.

If she bailed, they’d have wasted a lot of time.

Gunder pushed aside his mild anxiety. 

They’d find out soon enough.

And then—

-Vroom!

A loud engine roar echoed through the parking lot.

“Whoa, is that a Lurs Louis Swagtail? I can’t believe this car is in Korea! This thing is insanely rare!”

The editor’s voice was filled with excitement.

Gunder blinked in confusion.

He wasn’t much of a car guy, so he left driving to his editor.

Following the sound, his eyes landed on an absurdly luxurious car cruising into the parking lot.

Strangely enough, no other cars dared block its path.

It was as if the lesser vehicles instinctively knew to make way for a predator.

Gunder had never seen something like this before, and his curiosity piqued.

“Why is everyone acting so weird over a car?”

“This thing is worth over 15 billion won. If a car enthusiast saw this, they’d probably set up an altar and start worshipping it.”

‘Eh? 15 billion?’

That was more expensive than some buildings in Gangnam.

Then the car door opened, and three women stepped out.

‘Is that the owner?’

Intrigued, Gunder shifted his gaze to them—

And immediately froze.

Long, flowing golden hair, shimmering like molten gold.

Facial features so exquisite, they could rival the finest diamond craftsmanship.

A black choker adorning her pale, pearl-like neck, carrying an air of subtle seduction.

A black bustier tightly holding her voluptuous chest in place, layered with a sheer shirt that barely concealed the porcelain-like skin underneath.

A mini skirt so snug around her shapely hips that it seemed questionable whether she could even walk.

Black heels, paired with dark stockings, accentuating her already striking legs with an added touch of sultry elegance.

‘…How was he supposed to describe this?’

For a moment, Gunder’s brain simply shut down.

He struggled to find the right words, unable to process the sheer presence before him.

Beside him, his editor swallowed hard and muttered, “She’s literally the goddess of beauty and sex.”

Yeah.

That was it.

It was a crude way to put it, but somehow, it fit perfectly.


Gunder and his editor couldn’t tear their eyes away as Friede and her companions entered the building.

Their backs slightly arched as they unconsciously leaned in to keep watching…

***

“Why did we lean back?”



 
  Chapter 117: Even Being a Nuisance with Elegance


“See? I came early.”

“Yeah. Thanks to the car, I got here like this, but I’m not sure if I should be grateful or not. I never knew the roads in Soul could part like the Red Sea until today.”

Dayoung shook her head, then suddenly turned as if remembering something she had forgotten and asked a question.

“How did you get a car? It doesn’t look like you bought it yourself.”

“Everything was set up when I returned.”

“They provided you with a house, an identity, money, and all sorts of things, and now even a car? Just what kind of goddess are you?”

“Just take it as a sign of how much I went through.”

“Well… I guess it’s not something we can discuss here. Hey, Ajin, edit this part out.”

“Don’t worry.”

***

We arrived at Warfare Mark and soon met with the event organizers.

After a brief identity check, Dayoung and Ajin were approved to accompany me, and we reached the waiting room.

Inside the waiting room, we took seats, but unlike our lively chatter in the car, we all fell silent as if it had never happened.

This was a space for players and staff. 

There were only streamers present, but our opponents, the STK members, were nowhere to be seen.

‘Are they in another waiting room?’

‘If Eunha were here, it might have been easier to start a conversation. ‘

I clicked my tongue in disappointment.

Aside from Ajin occasionally speaking to me for the vlog, Dayoung and I were either staring blankly into space or absorbed in our phones.

Meanwhile, Ajin diligently twisted and turned, capturing me from various angles.

Her dedication to her work was truly admirable. 

‘I should give her a reward later.’

‘A reward… What kind of reward should I give Ajin?’

As I was pondering, Dayoung leaned in close and whispered in my ear.

“Everyone’s looking at you.”

Her tone carried both a warning and a reminder, but more than that, I was distracted by her breath tickling my ear.

Ah, Dayoung… That tickles. Ugh.

I tried to suppress the slight shiver in my shoulders and subtly glanced around.

She was right. 

They were looking at me.

They glanced at me before murmuring among themselves.

The hushed whispers, low and resonant, felt like waves spreading through the room.

Some might call it self-consciousness, but I was sure of it—

‘They’re definitely looking at me.’

They weren’t staring outright, but their side glances were obvious enough to be amusing.

For a regular person, subtle gazes might go unnoticed, but they were so blatant that denial was impossible.

It wasn’t arrogance to acknowledge it. 

I wasn’t crossing a line by thinking this way.

Some people might be sensitive to such attention, feeling like an animal in a zoo and getting uncomfortable.

But that had nothing to do with me.

***

“Uh, excuse me….”

A man approached hesitantly, his hair overly slicked back with too much product, but otherwise, he had a friendly demeanor.

‘Who are you?’

“Are you… Friede?”

“Yes, that’s me. What’s the matter?”

“As I thought! I’m Gunder. We fought once in the past—back in the tournament.”

‘Gunder?’

‘Who was that again?’

‘I tilted my head, unable to recall immediately.’

Dayoung leaned in and whispered.

“The guy I knocked out.”

Ah, now I remember.

“The one who got smacked in the face?”

“…….”

Seeing a person cycle through surprise, embarrassment, anger, resignation, and laughter all in one second was quite entertaining.

The way Gunder’s expression changed in real-time was so amusing that I wondered if Ajin had caught it for the vlog.

It would make a great reaction clip.

“Ahem, I was invited as part of the streamer team this time. It’s reassuring to have someone like you on board, Friede. Haha.”

“Oh, I see.”

‘If he was the one who got smacked in the face back then, he was at least a decent player.’

‘Not a bad teammate to have.’

Since getting along with teammates was important, I smiled warmly and replied.

“Likewise, I look forward to working with you.”

“Ah, yes. Well, I’ll be going now.”

I thought he had more to say, but that was the end of it.

After a polite bow, he awkwardly waddled back to his seat.

The way he moved reminded me of a penguin.

“Why is he walking like that?”

‘Did he throw out his back?’

“Unnie, these days, even being naturally awkward gets you criticized.”

‘What?’

I was about to retort when a lively voice jumped in before me.

“Well, it’s because Friede looks absolutely stunning today.”

At the source of the voice stood a woman in a sharp casual suit, her eyes sparkling.

‘Who is she?’

Now that I thought about it, other than me, all the streamer team members were men.

Unexpected arrivals always came suddenly.

Sensing our collective gaze, she flashed a bright smile.

Her presence was radiant, almost like a sunflower.

“Wait… I’ve seen her before.”

“Hello, Friede. We’ve met before, right?”

If she knew me, then there had to be some connection.

I searched my memory and suddenly recalled a woman who had energetically conducted interviews.

Not so much a player, but someone who bridged the gap between gamers and their audience.

“Jiyoung?”

“That’s right! This is our first time meeting in person, Friede.”

She winked playfully at my response, greeting me with a grin.

“I’ve been keeping an eye on you ever since your Kesakbbang match with SUHO. You’re just as impressive as I expected.”

“Jiyoung, are you the interviewer for this event?”

“Of course! The name Jiyoung is definitely on the rise these days.”

Jiyoung’s eyes sparkled brighter than ever as she let out an excited squeal.

‘Did she actually put some kind of glitter in her makeup? I wasn’t well-versed in cosmetics, but the way her face shimmered under the light was undeniably beautiful.’

Her captivating appearance and confident demeanor seemed to lighten the tense atmosphere in the waiting room.

“Wow, this is the first time I’ve seen someone pull off that outfit so well. Friede, you have a surprisingly mature taste.”

“Mature? Do I look too revealing?”

“Yes, very. But I don’t mean that in a bad way. It just means you have an incredibly alluring presence. And also….”

Jiyoung glanced around briefly before leaning in with a sly smile to whisper in my ear.

Seriously, my ears have been going through a lot today.

“You saw how Gunder and the others were acting earlier? That’s because your sex appeal is off the charts.”

“Huh?”

“You’re already an incredibly stylish person, and now you’re dressed this stunningly. It’s only natural.”

The sly, fox-like curve of her smile seemed to say, ‘You know I’m right,’ and honestly… it caught me off guard.

Sure, I was aware that my outfit had a bit of exposure, but I thought this level was pretty standard these days….

“Should I just change into something else if I have a spare outfit?”

“That’s not the issue, Friede. The problem isn’t the clothes. The clothes are just the wrapping—what really matters is this!”

Jiyoung pointed directly at my chest.

I wasn’t dense enough to miss the implication.

I understood exactly what she was getting at and why she phrased it that way.

“It might be a little over the top, but trust me, no one’s complaining. After all…”

Just as I was feeling a bit overwhelmed, Jiyoung grinned and offered what seemed like a backhanded compliment.

“It’s rare to see someone be a nuisance with such elegance.”

***

[Which team is the favorite to win this event?]

User: Anonymous
—Let’s get some betting going.

[ᄋᄋ: STK is still the favorite. Warden and Lotus look solid.]

[WashBasin: If Friede is in top form, she’s above Warden, but her team is kind of weak. LOL.]

[LAmpadu: Objectively, if you take Friede out, the rest get stomped. So yeah, streamers are gonna lose.]

[Loo: LMAO.]

[MeatEater: Who cares about the outcome? Friede’s presence alone makes this worth watching!]

[GarterBeltKnight: To me, Friede is… a killer.]

[Loo: What does that even mean?]

[GarterBeltKnight: Dunno.]

***

[Breaking News! A legendary “Lurs Louis Swagtail” car spotted at Warfare Park!]

[User: SweetGuy
—There are only two of these in the world, and one of them just appeared at Warfare Park! Who owns this legendary ride? Could it be connected to the STK event?! Stay tuned!]

[hope5555: Stay tuned, my ass. Shut up.]

[Kimkkattulakku: This guy’s addicted to making clickbait posts.]

[TheDominator: If it’s not a luxury car flex, this dude’s always hyping some nonsense.]

[You idiots, the winner doesn’t matter!]

[User: RedLotus]
[The real highlight here is that Friede is making an offline appearance!]

[oo: Nope. The event lighting will expose her. That foundation will melt right off, and she’ll look greasy as hell. Total feminist mess.]

[LyaSergei: You clearly haven’t watched Friede’s streams.]

[DaylightSword: Her stream is notorious for having zero filters or beautification. You think she ever goes all out with makeup? LMAO.]

[SweetGuy: Who cares if she wears makeup? Just worship our queen.]

[RedLotus: Shut up, you sweaty nerd.]

[PepeKing: The amount of nonsense in this thread is insane. LOL.]

***

[I’m heading to the event to see Friede in person!]

[User: MeatEater
—Told my wife I had plans with a friend and sprinted to Warfare Park. ETA: almost there. I will see Friede’s  bare face today.]

[DaylightSword: Yo, you too? Same here!]

[GarterBeltKnight: MeatEater, you absolute clown….]

[oo: Aren’t you ashamed to lie to your wife for this? LOL.]

[TheDominator: This is so pathetic, it should be tagged under ‘mental decline.’ LOL.]

***

[Best part about this event?]

[User: DaylightSword
—The fan meeting, obviously. STK is popular, sure, but no way they’re leaving Friede out. I’ve spent years watching her streams—this is finally my reward. What kind of fan meeting will Friede have? A handshake? Autographs? Eye contact? Or… a hug?]

[ᄋᄋ: You absolute madman… truly insane…]

[GarterBeltKnight: If she gives hugs, I swear I’ll pledge my loyalty forever.]


[MeatEater: Honestly, even just a handshake would be legendary.]

[ToothpickWarrior: Why are you all fantasizing so hard? LOL.]

[LyaSergei: You really think a streamer fan meeting won’t be full of bait? Wake up.]

[LAmpadu: But our Friede is different… I just know it. Can’t wait!]



 
  Chapter 118: A warrior who gets fired up?


[Room host, open the door!]

[Accept new members!]

[Newbies are trash… Acting all high and mighty when they’re just a bunch of washed-up veterans]

[Wow, the arena is packed]

[Lol, someone might think the official league just started]

With a signal from the staff, the commentators appeared, marking the official start of the pre-event broadcast.

“Hello, everyone. Welcome to the Pro vs. Streamer Showdown, hosted by STK and sponsored by Apibellno! I’m your caster, Shin Seunghwan!”

Normally, the Warfare Mark Arena would remain silent until the next season’s league began.

But today, that expectation was completely shattered by the deafening cheers that filled the stadium.

The audience was divided into two factions—one side supporting Team STK, while the other cheered for the streamers.

They waved cheer signs and banners with slogans, creating a lively and chaotic atmosphere.

Meanwhile, STK’s official channel was flooded with an overwhelming wave of unseen messages in chat.

It was only natural. 

The foundation of this event was none other than Team STK, the world’s top team.

With a reputation befitting its title, the team had an enormous fanbase, which meant they could easily draw a massive live audience.

As for the opposing streamers, most of them also had dedicated fan followings.

With the combined support from the esports team’s fans, the streamers’ fans, and casual spectators curious during the off-season, the event was off to a spectacular start.

The only downside, from the organizers’ perspective, was that they hadn’t been able to build up the event as ideally as they had hoped.

“If only the schedule had been more flexible, we could’ve given the streamer team more time to practice… Such a shame.”

A staff member let out a sigh as they reviewed the participant list.

The event had been organized in such a rush that, while it wasn’t an issue for the professional team, the streamer team had no time to practice together.

If there had been enough time, they would have included a training period for the streamer team before the event.

It would have been fascinating to watch them form bonds, develop rivalries, and cooperate—all aspects of human relationships put on full display.

That kind of buildup would have made for incredible content.

But now, it was too late to dwell on it.

“It can’t be helped. We’re already approaching the time when teams need to start preparing for the next season, so we couldn’t drag this out too long.”

“Still, it’s a pity. The lineup of streamers in this event is absolutely top-tier.”

“Alright, alright. That’s enough complaints. Let’s get back to the schedule! Full speed ahead, no breaks!”

“Got it!”

There would be more opportunities in the future.

For the next off-season, they could plan a more polished event with ample time for preparation.

For now, they just had to treat this as a kind of demonstration.

The broadcast was running smoothly.

The only issue was the chat.

Since the event brought together fans of both the pro team and the streamers, the chat was exploding with a level of activity on par with a major league match.

Even before the broadcast started, the waiting audience had already reached tens of thousands.

Now that the event was live, more and more viewers kept pouring in, making it nearly impossible to have a normal chat experience.

In the end, they had to set a three-minute cooldown for messages, but even that wasn’t enough to stop the flood of texts and emotes.

‘Had there ever been an unofficial gaming event that drew this much attention?’

Ah, actually, there was one.

The brawl tournament, when Friede and Lotus faced off.

That was just as wild. No, this might be even bigger.

Speaking of which, Friede was participating in this event too.

I wonder how she’ll do.

‘This is her first time in an offline event… Will she be okay?’

If STK’s star player was Lotus, then the streamers’ ace was Friede.

Lotus was a battle-hardened veteran, so there was no concern about her performance.

But Friede, who had only ever streamed from the comfort of her room, was stepping onto a massive stage for the first time.

From what I’ve seen of her broadcasts, she should be able to handle it without any issues, but…

‘Ah, it’s time already…’

Snapping out of my thoughts, I refocused.

This wasn’t the place for distractions.

Time to bring out the main players.

“Introducing Team STK!”

With the commentator’s announcement, dazzling lights flashed, effects burst, and smoke billowed as the STK players emerged from one of the tunnels.

[Warden, I’m counting on you! Protect my position!]

[Lotus, you better get revenge on Friede this time]

[Lol, how are a bunch of streamers supposed to win this?]

[With Friede here, it’s practically a done deal]

The cheers from the audience were deafening, and the chat was in a frenzy.

The focus of attention was particularly on Warden and Lotus.

“One by one, STK makes their entrance! Walking in with the confidence befitting the strongest team. Analyst Joo Seokhyun, what’s your take?”

“Well, STK is, without a doubt, the best team out there. They’ve dominated both domestic and international leagues—there’s practically no team that can stand against them. The lineup of Warden, Seokgulam, and Lotus is often called the ‘Miracle Generation,’ right? But despite their invincible reputation, they suffered a major humiliation, even if it was an unofficial tournament.”

“That was during the brawl tournament when Lotus lost to Friede. Now, the big question is whether Lotus can take revenge and how the team will support her in doing so.”

As the commentators spoke, the camera zoomed in on each STK player’s face.

Whenever a particular player appeared on screen, their fans erupted into loud cheers.

The team members took it all in stride, their expressions calm and composed, clearly accustomed to the spotlight.

***

“Now, let’s turn our attention to the other side—Team Streamer!”

“Team Streamer is, as the name suggests, a hastily assembled team of streamers. Naturally, their teamwork is bound to be lacking. However, every single one of them is a high-tier challenger-level player. In other words, they are amateur elites who could easily aim for a pro career.”

“The question is, can their bold plays and clever strategies from solo queue translate into an impressive performance against a professional team?”

“Especially in Friede ‘s case, she’s known for completely bridging the gap between amateur and pro-level play. She already crushed Lotus in their last encounter, proving herself to be one of the top-tier players in Soul Warfare. While this is a revenge match for Lotus, I’m personally curious to see how Warden will handle Friede.”

“Exactly. People are still talking about Friede, Lotus, and Seokgulam’s trio rampaging through ranked matches recently. And since Friede was at the center of that, I can’t wait to see if we’ll get an epic showdown between her and Warden.”

[Here comes the big one!]

[Friede onee-chan ㅠㅠ]

[Let’s see how much of her looks are just makeup]

[Do you seriously think top-tier Friede is just average?]

[No, she’s god-tier]

[Man, the way you guys talk makes me want to punch you all lol]

As the lights dimmed and the commentators continued their analysis, one by one, Team Streamer made their entrance.

When the camera switched to capture them, a wave of cheers erupted from the opposite side of the audience.

It was likely the streamer fans showing their support.

Though it wasn’t quite at the same level as the pro team’s cheering section, the enthusiasm was still strong.

There had been concerns about whether they’d get any audience response at all, but this was more than decent.

The only odd thing… was their gait.

If it had been just one person, it might not have been noticeable, but the whole team was walking strangely—almost waddling like penguins.

It was bizarre, to say the least.

Just as I dismissed it as a minor issue—

“She’s coming!”

A voice tore through the crowd, loud and sharp enough to be heard by the staff, the audience, the commentators, and even the players on stage.

Even those watching the broadcast at home must have picked up on it.

‘What was coming?’

Ah.

The answer clicked in everyone’s minds almost simultaneously.

The last player for Team Streamer was about to make her entrance.

***

People often said my outfit was too revealing.

That I was too distracting.

Even the most thick-skinned person would start to get self-conscious after hearing it enough times.

Jiyoung optimistically reassured me, saying that even being a distraction could be done with class.

But as time passed, as the moment of the match drew closer, the atmosphere didn’t settle.

‘If this continued, wouldn’t it become a real issue?’

I was here as a player, not to ruin the tournament as some kind of troll.

‘It’s not like I chose to look like this.’

I kept my thoughts to myself, unable to voice my frustration with my teammates standing beside me.

Of course, I couldn’t say I wasn’t resentful.

It wasn’t like I had customized my face like a game character.

This appearance wasn’t something I had control over.

***

“Now, let’s turn our attention to the other side—Team Streamer!”

Beyond the stage, the commentators’ announcement rang out as the doors opened.

I watched as my teammates hurriedly stepped forward, almost as if they were escaping.

Taking a deep breath, I steadied myself.

Everyone’s eyes were on me now.

Even the camera beside me was capturing every move.

Ah.

‘They had already started filming, huh?’


‘If my presence was causing this much of a stir, then it was also my responsibility to calm things down.’

‘That was what a true champion should do.’

With that thought in mind, I stepped forward, turned to the camera, and flashed a playful smile.

“Tehe~!★”



 
  Chapter 119: Magnetic Charm


Thanks to the good seat assignment, no unnecessary obstacles got in the camcorder’s line of sight.

Thinking that even in moments like this, the name Friede carried weight, Ajin’s lips curled into a satisfied smile.

“I like it quite a bit.”

“Uh, yeah. Well, I mean… yeah.”

‘Was it because she was away from her sister?’

Ajin’s stammering, which had returned once again, now felt unnatural.

Looking back on it, I wondered if we had all simply grown too accustomed to being saved by her.

Whether it was an event or whatever, I didn’t really care.

The only reason I was even here was because of one connection—Friede.

At that moment, as the commentators made their announcement, the team streamers began appearing one by one.

***

“They’re coming out.”

“Oh… Ohhh.”

“You really can’t do anything without your sister, huh? Give me the camcorder. If it’s too hard, I’ll record it for you.”

“N-no! My sister… I-I have to record everything…!”

Shaking my head at Ajin’s stubborn grip on the camcorder, I let out a sigh.

You and I—we really are tangled up with someone who carries too much on their shoulders.

To say she bore many sins… was an odd way to describe someone who had saved us as a hero.

Yet despite knowing she was the type to reject others outright, we still clung to her like bees circling a flower.

‘Was it the flower’s fault? Or the bees’?’

‘It’s the flower’s fault.’

Even though it was a cowardly rationalization, Dayoung accepted it without question.

Whatever. That much was enough to be called sinful.

***

“Huh?”

Ajin gasped beside me. 

The arm holding the camcorder trembled slightly, looking dangerously unstable from where I stood.

And yet, she clung to it with desperate determination, making sure the screen didn’t shake. 

‘Was this an editor’s professional instinct to capture a good vlog, or just sheer stubbornness?’

Of course, I felt the same way.

Even if I didn’t say it aloud, the emotion I felt wasn’t any different from hers.

If it was about Friede’s looks, or even her outfit, then sure—of course, she would draw attention.

But this… this was different.

Glancing around hurriedly, I saw that I wasn’t mistaken.

Everyone was frozen, their gazes locked onto the stage.

The once-bustling audience had fallen into absolute silence—not because they had suddenly lost their voices, but because they were utterly captivated.

The normally lively chat had gone still.

The cameramen, who should have been capturing a variety of scenes, were motionless.

The staff managing the broadcast showed no signs of movement.

Even the commentators, who were mid-sentence, had stopped.

And the players on stage—

***

‘She’s stolen their hearts.’

‘Would this count as a kind of pickpocketing?’

It wasn’t just that Friede’s striking appearance and provocative outfit had caught their attention.

It wasn’t her beauty.

It wasn’t her clothes.

It was something deeper—a strange, irresistible allure that made it impossible to look away.

This wasn’t about men or women. 

It wasn’t about beauty or ugliness.

It was something beyond all of that, something that simply drew people in.

People had a word for it.

They called it “magnetic charm.”

The short moment it took for Friede to step onto the center of the stage was enough.

The tournament’s atmosphere quickly returned to normal, but the image of her entrance had been burned into everyone’s minds.

When a first impression is that powerful, nothing else matters.

If her outfit and presence created an overwhelming sense of sex appeal, well, that was fine too.

With that in mind, her steps remained confident.

‘Sorry, everyone. Just hold on and endure.’

For a brief second, I worried—if everyone ended up standing there awkwardly like penguins, it would be a disaster.

But then I thought…

‘If that were to happen, and if I were at the center of it all—’

‘Wouldn’t that be fine?’

It wouldn’t be so bad, really.

Just like now.

***

[No… way…?]

[Is this… Friede in real life?]

[Friede Godrida, Kingrida, Queenrida!!!]

[All-black sexy dominatrix concept Friede… this is a blessing.]

[This is it. This is the moment.]

[Who are we? The loyal followers of Friede, the top-tier face, top-tier body, top-tier skills!]

[Who are we? The loyal followers of Friede, the top-tier face, top-tier body, top-tier skills!]

[Who are we? The loyal followers of Friede, the top-tier face, top-tier body, top-tier skills!]

[Hey, rookie. Watch closely. This—this is what true sex appeal looks like.]

[Hah, who needs porn at this point?]

[That curvy line reminds me of a jar full of thick miso paste… absolutely delicious ^^ Oh, and I never said whose curves they were ^o^]

[Can’t deny it. We’re all just thirsty, pathetic mortals.]

[Mommy, give me milk.]

[This chat is full of degenerates.]

***

As if making up for the moment of silence, an unrelenting flood of messages exploded in the chat.

Some of the more inappropriate comments were getting banned without hesitation, but the sheer volume was overwhelming.

[Ah, yes. Friede certainly has many devoted fans. As expected, she’s incredibly popular given all the attention she’s drawn so far.]

[Yes, with Friede’s dazzling skills and beauty, it’s no surprise that she has such a passionate following.]

The commentators struggled to maintain a calm demeanor, but their effort was almost painful to watch.

They were clearly aware of the chat.

They must have seen the chaotic flood of crude jokes and reactions.

What were they really thinking right now?

For a brief moment, Friede had the urge to use telepathy.

But in the end, she simply shook her head and let it go.

[Alright, next, we’ll have a pre-match interview with the players. Jiyoung, please come forward.]

Like generals conceding defeat, the commentators hastily passed the baton, their voices tinged with subtle desperation.

Fortunately, the screen quickly switched away, avoiding another situation where Friede’s face dominated the entire frame.

***

“Hello, this is Jiyoung.”

[Ohhh! The reliable Jiyoung is here!]

[At this point, it’s impossible to imagine an interview segment without Jiyoung!]

[She really went all out with her makeup for the offline event!]

[But her lips tho @@]

[No need to feel self-conscious—next to Friede, we all look like squid larvae anyway.]

[Jiyoung, ganbatte!]

Having appeared in countless events, popping up here and there like a flash, Jiyoung had become a familiar presence to viewers.

At this point, an event interview without Jiyoung would feel like red bean bread without the red beans.

Her eyes burned with determination—she was set on securing a position as a full-time interviewer in the next season.

***

“Today’s match between Team STK and the Streamer Team is already heating up. Let’s start by interviewing the players from STK, who will be leading the game’s strategy.”

The pre-match talk from STK’s players was brief.

“We’ll do our best.”

“We’ll put on a fun match.”

“We’ll show some great plays.”

The same generic lines, repeated over and over.

As expected from STK, a team notoriously dull in public interviews.

Even so, Jiyoung skillfully led the conversation with her usual enthusiasm.

***

“Now, Lotus, this time, you’ll be facing off against Friede in a team battle. Any words for her before the match?”

Taking the mic, Lotus glanced at Friede, who stood calmly at the other end.

Then, in a near whisper, she spoke.

“Sis, go easy on me.”

And with that, she bowed her head, fidgeting awkwardly.

Even Jiyoung, a seasoned interviewer, found the sight unfamiliar.

Curious, she skipped over the other players and went straight to Friede with a probing look.

“Friede, how do you respond to Lotus’s request?”

“I simply… wish STK the best of luck. And… Eunha, come here for a second.”

“Okay!”

“Huh?”

Had there ever been a moment where players from opposing teams casually crossed the stage like this?

Even Jiyoung, with all her experience, was momentarily stunned.

Lotus, her eyes shining, trotted over—only for Friede to gently pat her cheeks.

“Make sure to cooperate well with your teammates. And don’t get hurt. Got it?”

“Got it!”

Like a child earnestly nodding at her mother’s words, Lotus beamed.

‘Hello? This is an event match, and you two are opponents.’

Jiyoung muttered blankly to herself, while the chat exploded.

***

[This streamer is suspiciously obsessed with cute girls.]

[Why are there only girls around Friede?]

[Better than having a bunch of sweaty dudes whining next to her.]

[Sisterly bond, love to see it.]

[Poor Forming is crying rn lmao.]

***

Even STK’s own teammates were taken aback—this was a stark contrast to Lotus’s usual icy demeanor.

Jiyoung, recovering quickly, wrapped up the moment and moved on.

“Alright, we’ve seen how the bond between these two has strengthened since their last duel. Now, let’s turn to Warden.”

She redirected the mic to Warden, the last player to be interviewed.

“What are your thoughts heading into this match? Any words on facing the Streamer Team?”

Even for Friede, Warden was still an obstacle standing in her way.

He was, without a doubt, the strongest player in this event.

Though it was just an exhibition match, he was known for always giving his all.

[Could Friede overcome him?]

That was the question on everyone’s mind.

Taking the mic, Warden gazed straight ahead with calm, unreadable eyes.

“It’s not a matter of how I feel. I simply… wish the Streamer Team the best of luck.”

His words, spoken without hesitation, carried the weight of unshakable resolve—like a solid rock.

With that, the interview concluded.

***

As the players returned to their positions, the camera followed their backs, capturing the air of determination surrounding them.

[Alright! STK vs. the Streamer Team! The exhibition match is about to begi—huh?]

The commentator, just about to announce the start, suddenly hesitated, letting out a confused sound.

It was unlike him to break his composed delivery, but something the staff had just relayed through his earpiece left him momentarily stunned.

His expression stiffened before shifting into an awkward smile.

[Ah… We apologize for the delay. Due to multiple players experiencing sudden spikes in blood pressure, we will be postponing the match for approximately ten minutes for safety reasons.]

[Ah… Aaaah….]

[A moment of silence…]

[……]


[Ping….]

The cause wasn’t explicitly stated, but the chat knew.

And instead of mocking the situation, they simply sighed in unison.

For once, no one dared to joke about what had just happened.



 
  Chapter 120: Everyone has a plan that seems plausible


“Hey, Eunha. Don’t screw up the game by getting too friendly with people.”

In the virtual reality waiting room, Seokgulam—Yoonsoo—blurted out those words without warning.

Though it was a sudden and cautionary remark, none of the teammates found it strange.

It made sense. 

Considering the public image of Friede and Lotus that they had just witnessed, this was actually quite a mild critique.

Of course, Eunha frowned and immediately fired back.

“What are you talking about? If I were like that, Unni would’ve cut ties with me first.”

Eunha’s eyes held not frustration but firm conviction.

‘If I were an immature kid who couldn’t separate personal and professional matters, Sehee Unni wouldn’t have tolerated me in the first place.’

At most, she would have ended contact after the finals or after a brief encounter at the mall.

Even if she admired Sehee Unni, that didn’t mean her reverence conflicted with her pride as a professional gamer.

Unni would surely want to see her younger counterpart give it their all.

And since that was exactly what Eunha wanted as well, she had no intention of holding back.

Most of her teammates, however, just shook their heads with exasperated expressions.

“Wow, she’s seriously obsessed.”

“Unbelievable. Just unbelievable.”

“Please, for the love of God, don’t cause a scandal. We’ve already branded ourselves as the ‘No-Fun, Strict Morals’ team. We can’t afford to ruin that now.”

“Screw you.”

Eunha shot them all the middle finger in response to their jeers.

***

“Alright, it’s starting soon.”

His voice was as firm as a rock.

No emotional fluctuations, stiff and solid like a block of wood.

Yet, the weight of absolute trust was unmistakable in his tone.

Warden—Chanhyuk—began the briefing.

“Friede is definitely going to charge in alone. Her target will, of course, be the left-side labyrinth on our team’s map. The first objective spawns there, and it’s also a great spot to ambush from behind.”

Having observed Friede’s solo queue matches, Chanhyuk was convinced that she would once again rely on brute force and charge straight in.

That was just how she played.

Her solo queue history showed the same pattern over and over.

‘Maybe she’ll switch it up this time?’

That thought crossed his mind, but knowing how Friede thought, she preferred playing from a position of strength rather than relying on flimsy strategies.

She would definitely do the same thing again.

“Yoonsoo, hold down the center and suppress their ADC. Especially when Friede crosses the bridge—delay her entry as much as possible.”

“Leave it to me.”

Yoonsoo immediately adjusted him settings.

As the designated ADC, he chose the Blackwood Bow.

It had low damage but allowed for rapid triple shots and quick successive fire.

Among all ranged weapons, it had one of the fastest attack speeds.

Given his monstrous reaction time, he didn’t need to rely on a heavy-hitting longbow.

Regardless of raw firepower, she could dodge or deflect anything thrown her way.

If the end result was the same, bombarding the enemy with continuous suppressing fire was the best course of action.

As the STK Sharpshooter, she had already proven her worth time and time again.

Chanhyuk’s trust in her was unwavering.

“Jinyoon and Minho, hold the left labyrinth entrance where Friede is coming from. You don’t need to fight—just hold your ground as tanks and stall for time.”

“Got it.”

“Understood, hyung.”

“Woochan, take central tank duty. Seokgulam, secure our team’s labyrinth objective.”

“What about me?”

At Eunha’s question, Chanhyuk responded with a firm expression.

“Eunha, you’re with me as a strike team. The two of us are responsible for nearly all of the team’s damage output, so keep that in mind when setting up.”

“Understood.”

‘So we’re avoiding a direct fight with Unni…’

A bit of a disappointment, maybe.

As Eunha smacked her lips in mild frustration, Chanhyuk scanned the team.

“Any objections?”

“None.”

“OK.”

“Let’s do it.”

Everyone nodded at Chanhyuk’s orders.

Friede…

Her exceptional skill was undeniable.

But this was a team game.

If she caused havoc in the labyrinth, they would just wreak havoc right back.

***

“Whew!”

The moment they connected to the virtual world, a sigh of relief escaped them, as if their minds had finally steadied.

“Holy shit. How can someone even look like that?”

Waiting in the MS Room, Gunder finally let out a complaint, as if something had been weighing on him.

He was an adult man.

He had met plenty of women in his life.

Not necessarily in romantic relationships, but in this day and age, it wasn’t hard to be around various women.

And yet—

Friede was on a completely different level from any woman he had ever encountered.

It was impossible to remain calm in her presence.

Even the models, actresses, and celebrities he had seen in countless videos—standing next to her, they would all look like nobodies.

“She’s messing with us on purpose, right? Dressing like that?”

Gunder was convinced.

Unless she was totally oblivious, she had to know the effect that her appearance—paired with that outfit—had on people.

At this point, he could already get a rough idea of what kind of person Friede was.

‘Behold my amazing body!’

She was the type to walk around confidently, basking in the attention.

Ah, if only she weren’t a streamer but a completely unhinged thirst trap, then he could shamelessly call her “Mommy” and simp to his heart’s content.

“Eh, what’s the point of thinking about it now?”

Shaking his head to clear his thoughts, Gunder quickly logged into Soul Warfare.

Might as well just get started.

***

“So, what’s the plan? Should we just go with the standard lane setup?”

“I mean, we are STK. Using an obvious tactic feels kinda lame.”

“No, no, trying something fancy will just get us destroyed. Let’s stick to the basics.”

“Actually, I’ve got a brilliant strategy in mind.”

“We’ve decided to call those ‘disaster plans.’”

“RIP…”

Expecting a bunch of solo queue warriors to come up with a solid strategy on the fly was a joke.

And their opponent? STK.

If anyone here could devise a working plan against a pro team in an instant, they would’ve already gone pro.

Realizing this but having no actual solutions himself—that was the real tragedy.

As expected, despite having strong individual skills, there was no cohesive game plan.

It was honestly pathetic.

‘Wait, isn’t this just normal?’

Talking strategy at this point was nothing more than a desperate attempt to ignore the sheer weight of facing STK.

They had never practiced together offline, and while he wanted to be optimistic, they were still human.

He could understand how they felt.

‘But we can’t stay like this forever.’

Sitting around debating pointless strategies wasn’t productive.

They were all high-ranked players; surely, they understood that much.

Still, someone needed to push things forward.

Taking a step back, he clapped his hands together—hard.

The sharp sound rang through the room, immediately drawing everyone’s attention.

Feeling their gazes on him, he smiled lightly and spoke.

“Alright, let’s finalize positions. Coming up with an elaborate strategy is pointless at this stage—we don’t even have time to execute it. No need to overthink this.”

It wasn’t exactly an order, but rather a simple guideline for them to follow.

Rather than forcing a rigid plan, it was more effective to assign roles that would let them adapt in real-time.

Fortunately, three of the players had already showcased their abilities in previous brawls, making it easier to position them.

“First, Haldir. You seemed strong in head-on fights during the brawl tournament, so I’m assigning you to the central lane. Don’t let anyone through.”

“Gunder and Bisu, you two will take the left lane. Securing points quickly is the priority.”

“Understood.”

“Got it.”

“Alright, let’s do this.”

The three nodded in agreement.

The remaining three would be assigned to the center.

He wasn’t sure what their main roles were, but since they were all high-ranked, they should be able to manage any position.

“Uh… where will you be going, Friede?”

Gunder raised his hand and asked.

With a small smile, she answered, “I’ll take the right lane alone.”

A collective silence fell over the group.

Their expressions were so priceless that she almost wanted to screenshot each of them.

Maybe she should ask someone to do it for her…

No, that would just ruin the mood.

“Are you sure about going alone? What if two or more of them come?”

“That’s exactly why I should be the bait.”

She chuckled.

“It’s a little embarrassing to say, but based on my ranked games, they’ll have no choice but to pay attention to me. That means we’ll gain a numerical advantage on the opposite side. As long as the center holds, we’ll be fine.”

For an average player, this plan was impossible.

But…

Say my name.

That’s right.

She was Friede.

A woman who never lost.

Even after assigning positions, the atmosphere remained uneasy.

For a brief moment, she regretted not forcing everyone to strategize in the waiting room earlier.

But what could they do now?

They had to make the best of it.

“I know it’s intimidating to face a pro team when we haven’t even practiced together. But don’t let that weigh you down. It’s fine if we mess up—it’s just an event match.”

She smiled gently, trying to lift their spirits.

“Think of this as a fun broadcast for your viewers. That’s why we’re here, right?”

At that, one of them suddenly jumped up and shouted.

“Yeah! Screw it, let’s just go in and have fun!”

The first to respond was Gunder.

Dayoung had mentioned before that he had a lively, boisterous personality.

Perfect.

Guys like him were great morale boosters.

“Yeah, whatever, let’s just do this. It’s kinda hilarious that we’re stressing over tactics in an event match.”

“Seriously. We’re literally up against people who game for a living—why are we acting like we need to min-max everything?”

“Alright then. Let’s just go with Friede’s positioning and go nuts.”

As the excited murmurs settled down, she felt the tension in her shoulders ease.

The rest?

Well, they’d have to improvise.

It wasn’t even a real “strategy”—just positioning adjustments based on her usual playstyle.

And yet, everyone was on board.

‘At least things are falling into place.’

It helped that she had won the brawl tournament.

After all, she was the highest-ranked player here.

At the very least, this wouldn’t be a complete disaster…

She had beaten Eunha, after all.

And from what she had seen of Seokgulam (Yoonsoo), she had a decent read on STK’s overall strength.

The only unknown was Warden.

But based on his performance in the opening match…

‘Yeah, we’ll manage somehow.’

With that final thought, she let go of her worries and focused.

The game began.

And within just a few minutes—

Something felt off.

“Huh?”


Four minutes in.

She had just reached the entrance of the enemy’s right-side labyrinth—

And there they were.

Two massive tanks standing guard with giant shields.



 
  Chapter 121: Mid, gather up!


An arrow flew in from the central bridge on the opposite side.

One second passed as the piercing sound buzzed through Friede’s ears. 

She twisted the face of her sword at an angle, deflecting the incoming arrow.

‘That’s already the fourth one…’

Judging by the equipment, it seemed the enemy was using a rapid-fire bow. 

Instead of a high-powered longbow or a piercing-type weapon, they had opted for a setup focused on rapid shots.

As she deflected the arrow and moved about six steps forward, she caught sight of another arrow slicing through the air from a distance.

This time, the chilling sound aimed for her legs. 

Friede dodged by rolling forward, continuing her advance.

‘Was it just her imagination, or was she being targeted more than usual?’

‘No.’

With every step she took, another arrow was loosed her way. 

It wasn’t something she could dismiss as paranoia or overthinking.

The enemy was undeniably fixated on marking Friede alone.

‘Why?’

‘Did they not need to worry about the other side?’

When she finally reached a position where the marksman no longer had an angle to suppress her with arrows, the reason behind their relentless attacks became clear.

Two figures stood in her path.

But their equipment was… strange. Unfamiliar.

***

“Oh, what the hell?”

Her rabbit-like ears twitched over her headset as she let out a groan.

Anyone in her position would have reacted the same way.

They were clad in armor as thick as Haldir’s, but what truly stood out were the massive shields in their hands—shields so absurdly large they resembled fortress gates.

“Greatshield walls…?”

A setup designed purely for defense. 

Defense through defense, for the sake of defense.

Even their combat skills were all about unwavering protection. 

They were, in essence, immovable boulders.

The two of them blocked the passage so thoroughly that she couldn’t even see what lay beyond them.

[No way, is STK really pulling off this kind of lame strat?]

[Is this… the People’s Wall?]

[The passage disappeared? Is this a bug?]

[Aah… aah…]

The chat was just as chaotic as the battlefield.

There were gaps, but with two of them covering each other, there was little room to exploit.

A near-perfect blockade.

And now, she understood why she had been targeted so aggressively.

To drag that heavy gear all the way here, they had to sacrifice their mobility.

‘Well then…’

Might as well test how tough they are.

Tightly gripping her holy sword, Friede lunged forward, swinging with all her might.

There was no need to worry about parries or counters from such bulky shields. 

This was a pure test of brute force—a full-bodied, stamina-burning strike.

Swinging her sword horizontally to prevent the second defender from intervening, she aimed for the greatshield wall of the STK duo.

— Bang!

It felt like striking solid ground with a blade.

Instead of breaking through, Friede was knocked back by the recoil.

Her opponents didn’t even react—they just stood firm, holding their ground.

Frowning slightly, she shook her head, her rabbit ears twitching.

“This is ridiculous.”

Even if it was an unconventional choice, it wasn’t as hopeless as a broken greatsword.

It was a niche weapon, sure, but its concept and performance were solid.

If there was only one of them, it might be manageable.

‘But two?’ That would take an eternity to break through.

[These guys are tankier than a damn turtle.]

[Yo, look at Friede’s stamina dropping.]

[How do you even break through that? The other team needs to do something so Friede can at least parry.]

[They’re just shoving their shields in like asses. I kinda wanna lick ’em.]

[From now on, the ‘S’ in STK stands for ‘Shield-walling degenerates.’]

[Go ahead and rage, loser. Hahaha.]

[If we don’t let you in, you can’t do anything.]

STK, the most aggressive team in the game, choosing a hyper-defensive strategy was as unexpected as it was frustrating.

The spectators were losing their minds over the bizarre tactics, but just then, Friede’s team voice chat erupted with urgent shouts.

[Aah! We’re getting overrun here!]

[No way! Two of them are wrecking us!]

[Block them! Stick together and stall for time!]

‘What?’

The shouting came from the other side of the labyrinth.

The first voice—Gunder.

“What’s happening? Someone, give me a briefing!”

“Warden and Lotus are leading the charge! They broke into our side of the labyrinth! We can’t stop them! They’re wiping us out!”

Oh.

So that’s what was going on.

They really thought this through.

Blocking one side while overwhelming the other. 

A classic Encirclement & Annihilation strategy.

‘They actually used their brains for once.’

There was no time to waste here.

She had to break through. Fast.

“We’ll break through on this side immediately. If necessary, retreat and regroup. If you get dragged in one by one, we’re finished.”

No time to waste.

Raising her holy sword high, Friede focused her energy.

With each passing second, the light surrounding her blade grew brighter, more intense.

Yet the two in front of her remained unmoving.

If they rushed to intercept her, they would be caught by her attack cancellation and destroyed.

Their decision to stand firm was the logical one.

The standoff continued, neither side willing to make the first move.

Friede’s radiant sword burned with increasing intensity, its holy light spreading outward.

A power strong enough to shatter even those massive shields.

Then—

She swung down.

The enormous sword of light crashed into the corridor where the two titanic tanks stood.

Even those self-proclaimed human walls couldn’t withstand it.

At the last moment, they were forced to step back.

[How the hell is that fat lump rolling around like that?]

[If you tried that in real life, your spine would shatter ^o^]

[Damn, military nerds, history nerds, how did you end up becoming gaming nerds?]

[Those two are STK’s infamous Mad Dog duo… but dressed like that, they look ridiculous.]

As the torrent of light subsided, the STK duo hurriedly tried to return to their positions.

Just as they reached the passage entrance and were about to brace their shields—

***

“What?!”

“What the hell?!”

The two gasped in shock.

Friede, moving with an unnatural, almost physics-defying rhythm, weaved through the battlefield in unpredictable, random steps.

It was as if she leaped several meters in a single stride. 

Before they knew it, she had kicked off the wall, soaring into the air, her golden cape billowing behind her.

For a moment, it almost looked like a graphical glitch.

Just watching it was enough to make one’s head spin.

Then, like a mythical beast, the golden figure gracefully landed behind them.

‘What now? Turn around and block her?’

No… if she started causing chaos inside the labyrinth…

They had planned to block her completely, not to let her slip through like this.

“Hello.”

Her rabbit ears twitched lightly as Friede greeted them with a cheerful smile.

And then—

“Well, goodbye.”

She disappeared into the labyrinth.

They had been completely outplayed.

***

Dayoung absentmindedly chewed on a piece of popcorn, watching the match with fascination.

Friede—Sehee unni—had pulled off an insane play, breaking past the human wall and now running rampant inside the labyrinth.

Dayoung clenched her fist slightly, then coughed and reached for more popcorn.

If Sehee had chosen to fight the two tanks head-on, she would have wasted valuable time.

After all, their job wasn’t to defeat her. 

Their job was to keep her stuck in place.

But now that she had broken past them, they wouldn’t even be able to keep up with her, let alone suppress her, with all that heavy armor slowing them down.

‘Nice call.’

So far, so good.

But then the screen shifted, and the situation became far less optimistic.

***

Led by Warden and Lotus, STK’s strike team was utterly demolishing the streamer team’s labyrinth.

“Hey, dumbass, isn’t… isn’t this bad for unni?”

“Huh? Oh… yeah, it kinda is.”

Even Ajin, who barely understood the game, could tell they were at a disadvantage.

“Yeah, this is bad. Who would’ve thought Gunder and Bisu would get wiped out so easily?”

“So… does that mean unni is gonna lose?”

“It’s still early. If they win a big team fight and steal some points back, they can turn it around. Let’s wait and see.”

Even as she said that, Dayoung wasn’t entirely convinced.

The worst part was that the ones who got taken out first were Gunder and Bisu.

They weren’t weak players by any means, yet they had been crushed like they were nothing.

The strategy itself had made sense.

They had assigned their strongest fighter, Friede, to one front, while the rest of the team concentrated on defending the other.

But STK had capitalized on the slight delay, seizing control of the match.

Even among Challenger-ranked players, Warden and Lotus were on another level—and they were proving it right now.

One of them alone would’ve been formidable.

Together, they were as destructive as Friede herself.

And it wasn’t just them.

While Warden and Lotus pushed back the enemy players, their teammates were securing objectives and rapidly racking up points.

“Damn, their farming speed is insane.”

A newly spawned Aldrich, a major objective, had just appeared.

STK wasted no time, taking it down with near-flawless efficiency.

Dayoung swallowed hard.

No matter how well Sehee played, this was a team game—she couldn’t carry everything alone.

Team coordination and strategic execution were what made the real difference.

‘Unni… how are you going to turn this around?’

If nothing changed, the streamer team’s loss was all but certain.

Ajin just stared blankly at the screen, oblivious to the game’s deeper mechanics.

But Dayoung, understanding the flow of the match, couldn’t help but feel uneasy.

***

[Oh? Wait! What’s the streamer team doing?]

[Grouping up is good, but shouldn’t they focus on reclaiming their labyrinth first? The Ancient Dragon is spawning soon—are they really going to ignore it?]

[Wait, Friede has rejoined them?]

[??? What are those guys doing?]

[Uncles, where are you going?]

[Screw this, we’re going to the Blue House.]

[Is this the Protoss Expeditionary Force that can never return home, yet marches forward with maxed-out hearts?]

The commentators were taken aback, the crowd buzzing with speculation.

And then—

“Wait… are they…?”

The camera zoomed in on the streamer team.

They had all gathered mid.

[Mid, gather up?]

With Friede leading the charge, all seven of them had grouped together.

[Yeah? You think you can just take our labyrinth?]


[Fine. We’ll just push mid instead. ^o^]

The chat exploded with reactions, perfectly capturing the mindset of the streamer team.

Dayoung blinked, momentarily stunned.

With her holy sword raised high, Friede charged forward, leading her teammates like the embodiment of Liberty guiding the people in the French Revolution.



 
  Chapter 122: Breakthrough


The team is being pushed back.

There’s no clear solution in sight.

“So, what should we do?”

“Let’s gather at mid first.”

That’s right. 

First, we gather.

In any team game, when you’re losing, this is a card you can always play.

The reason is simple.

There’s no way I can match the overall speed of STK with just my own pace.

Even if I monopolize the hunting grounds, we’re outnumbered when it comes to turning that into actual gains. How could I possibly keep up?

I even considered redirecting my allies into the labyrinth like a great migration of Germanic tribes.

“If only they hadn’t all been wiped out back then…”

By the time I respawn, it’s already far too late to recover.

The score gap keeps widening with no way to close it, and meanwhile, their advancing troops in the mid lane just keep growing stronger.

They’re high-ranked players too.

They know exactly how hopeless our situation is.

That’s why, when I gave the order to gather, no one objected.

Well, what other choice did they have?

“Now that we’re all here, let’s reorganize our formation.”

“Uh… If I go to the other side of the labyrinth now, I’ll be too late. Are we seriously trying to take it back?”

“No, even if we head there now, it’s like trying to catch up in a marathon where the winner is already decided. There’s no point. So instead…”

I pointed forward.

“Let’s push mid. The central lane isn’t too far gone yet, so now’s our chance.”

“Can we do it? They still have their turret, so it’s tricky.”

“Their frontline is already stationed in mid.”

I took a deep breath and began my briefing.

“The entrance to the labyrinth is completely blocked, so even if we wanted to fight their main force, we can’t. They’re hiding inside like turtles in their shells. If we let them farm the labyrinth mobs and push us back slowly, we’ll eventually run out of options.”

“But in mid, there’s still a gap we can break through. If I draw their attention and create an opening, the rest of you can dive in. We’re grouped together, while they’re split across the labyrinth—there won’t be a better opportunity than this.”

Hmm. I felt like my explanation lacked conviction.

I had thought I was being pretty logical, but now I felt kind of pathetic.

Well, if we don’t do something, this will just be a one-sided slaughter.

‘And where’s the fun in that?’

I clapped my hands together, trying to lift the mood.

“Don’t worry. If this works, we’ll score a massive victory in the mid fight. We could turn the whole game around. But more importantly…”

I ran a hand through my hair, feeling the wind from the grand castle brush against my forehead.

Even in virtual reality, sensations like this could really boost my excitement.

With a deepening smile, I asked, “Say my name.”

…

…….12|G||.

Oh! They actually said it.

“That’s right. Let’s make the impossible possible. Because Friede is here with us.”

Just standing around doing nothing would be even more frustrating, right?

Maybe my speech worked, because the weight on their expressions seemed to lighten, as if shedding a heavy burden.

“Now that you put it that way, we have no choice but to go for it.”

“If we’re going down anyway… might as well go out with a bang.”

Yeah, that’s the spirit.

As we got up and formed our formation, we could sense movement from the other side.

‘Had they figured out our plan?’

Not that it mattered. 

The die had already been cast.

“Let’s go!”

With that battle cry as the signal, I launched myself forward, charging straight at the enemy.

***

Kim Woochan was holding the mid lane firmly.

Behind him, the ranged DPS was in position, while the frontline troops pushed forward, ensuring they wouldn’t be overwhelmed.

Mid lane in Soul Warfare was usually a dull affair, the kind of place that made you want to yawn.

But at that moment, something flickered in his eyes.

“Wait… how many of them are there?”

Beyond the clashing frontline troops, the number of opponents gathering looked ominous.

He quickly connected to the voice channel to alert his teammates.

[Looks like they’re all-in on mid. Get here fast.]

[Of all times?]

Warden Chan-hyuk’s voice carried a hint of frustration, and Woochan could already tell that the timing was off.

He hastily checked the in-game clock.

“Damn it…”

It was the exact moment when the most critical objective—the Ancient Dragon—had spawned.

[We’re already in the middle of the fight. We can’t just pull out. Jinyoon and Minho, go help mid first. We’ll finish up here and come as soon as we can.]

[I’m almost done clearing our side. I’ll catch up in a minute. Just hold out for one minute.]

[Got it.]

So they had already started.

In objective fights, anyone could enter the boss room, but once the battle began, retreating was nearly impossible.

Of course, the enemy had planned for this.

Even as they broke the labyrinth’s siege to reinforce mid, there was no guarantee they could make it in time. 

Their heavy gear might slow them down just enough to miss the window.

‘Would they make it?’

No one could say for sure.

[Hurry up and get here.]

With that one meaningless plea, Woochan closed the voice channel and clicked his tongue.

Now, he had to focus entirely on defense.

“Hey, Yoonsoo, looks like it’s just the two of us holding them off.”

“Shit! This is a disaster. I’ll do my best to keep them in check—just focus on moving around behind the frontline.”

“One minute, huh… That’s going to feel long.”

‘If things went well, they might lose the first turret. Still, they had a decent point lead, so it should be fine. If they were going to get pushed back anyway, their goal was to stall for as much time as possible.’

And then—

[??? Why is their frontline acting like that?]

[If you’re holding a damn shield, shouldn’t you be at the front instead of cheering from the back?]

[Haldir, did you finally transition or something?]

[LMAO, I’ve never seen a formation this messed up before.]

The chat was going wild, and at the same time, a group of players from the streamer team came charging in, appearing in their line of sight.

At the front, leading the charge, was a figure unlike any heavily armored frontline tank.

Clad in silver armor, a golden cape billowing behind them, their swift movements stood out.

Like a crazed vorpal rabbit, their rabbit-eared headset bounced wildly.

The most dangerous player on the streamer team.

“Huh? Why is she leading the charge?”

“Why the hell are you asking me? Just focus on stopping them.”

Woochan braced for impact.

***

Swords and shields, axes and spears, maces and hammers—all clashed in a chaotic battlefield.

Through the carnage, Friede cut down enemy vanguards, carving a path forward.

A projectile sliced through the air, aimed directly at her head.

With a swift turn, she deflected it with the flat of her sword.

Watching the wasted shot bounce harmlessly into the air, Yoonsoo clicked his tongue.

“I’ll have to keep shooting, but…”

It was pointless.

‘Was there anyone in this game capable of landing a headshot on Friede with a bow?’

‘Maybe if they overwhelmed her with a storm of arrows in an open field.’

‘But one lone ranged DPS?’ No chance.

Yoonsoo tasted the bitter reality of how broken the game balance was.

As Friede eliminated more frontline units, the rest of the streamer team poured in, widening the breach.

Ironically, their formation behind Friede was textbook perfect—shields up front, damage dealers sticking close behind.

Which meant…

Friede simply didn’t need to follow standard formations.

Even when melee fighters engaged each other, enemy players always drew aggro first.

And Friede? She was absorbing every bit of it while forcing her way through.

It was almost absurd.

Woochan, much like Yoonsoo, was at a loss for words.

Forget trying to hold them back—at this point, turtling was their only option.

One more minute until Seokgulam arrived.

‘Could they hold out? Maybe. But would three of them really make a difference?’

“We need to take down Friede.”

No—at the very least, they had to go down with her.

Otherwise, they’d be pushed all the way back before reinforcements arrived.

Woochan glanced at Yoonsoo and gave him a look.

[Just keep her in check. I’m taking Friede down with me.]

Yoonsoo met his gaze and responded with his own look.

[Just stall for time. Keep Friede busy.]

Both of them completely misread each other’s intentions.

And yet, as if in agreement, they both nodded.

“Uwoooooh!”

With a fierce battle cry, Woochan charged forward, shield raised.

No matter how good her reflexes were, she had no room to dodge in such a tight space.

She was boxed in, unable to roll away due to the surrounding melee.

His shield bash was about to slam into Friede—

“?!”

—But there was no impact.

No resistance.

His shield struck nothing but empty air.

Instead, a cold shiver ran down his spine.

He tried to turn his head—

Tried.

At the very edge of his vision, he caught a glimpse of Friede’s sword, glowing with light as it slashed downward.

A short burst of energy sent him flying.

His eyes widened at the sight below—

A vast, endless abyss.

“That balance control is insane.”

‘Even if Soul Warfare transferred real-life physical skills into the game, wasn’t this a bit too much?’

That was Woochan’s final thought before he plummeted into the void.

***

“Oh, for fuck’s sake.”

Watching Woochan get deleted, Yoonsoo facepalmed.

He told him not to charge in, and yet, there he went, dying like an idiot.

“We’re screwed.”

The last of their midline defense was on the verge of collapse.

At this rate, they’d lose their base and be pushed back to the second tower.

“Screw it. I don’t even care anymore.”

Yoonsoo relayed their impending defeat to the team—


Then turned toward Friede, who was now charging at him.

With his arms wide open, he embraced his fate.

“Hyeuuung!”

His dying cry echoed through the grand castle as Friede’s holy sword cut him down.



 
  Chapter 123: The die is cast


A massive dragon let out its final, agonized roar, shaking the entire castle as its colossal body collapsed onto the cold earth.

Eunha watched the fallen dragon, checking the timing.

‘How many minutes had passed?’

‘Already four minutes.’

Her delicate brows furrowed slightly, as if confronted with an inconvenient truth.

She had aimed to finish it as quickly as possible, yet it still took this long.

Of course, based on past experiences, this was undoubtedly one of the fastest successful attempts.

Even so, she couldn’t shake the anxiety creeping in.

There was only one reason for that.

‘If my sister were given four minutes…’

She would be in a pretty dangerous situation. 

From what Eunha had heard, she had attempted a breakthrough in mid-lane.

The first turret had already fallen long ago, and the second was in a precarious state.

Eunha’s gaze instinctively turned to Chanhyuk, as if silently asking what he planned to do.

After all, it was the leader’s job to give orders and guide the team.

“For now, let’s plug any gaps and push forward with the points we’ve accumulated. We’re heading back.”

“Okay, everyone, run.”

Fortunately, the objective was in their own dungeon. 

If it had spawned in the enemy’s territory, things would have been even worse.

Just as the remaining members of STK burned through their stamina to make a quick return, their footsteps came to an abrupt halt at the dungeon exit.

Standing in their way was…

“Sister?”

Friede was blocking the path all alone.

***

[FRIEDE HAS ARRIVED AT THE GATEKEEPER’S LAST STAND!!!!!!]

[STK’s core players, and she thinks she can handle them solo? What a flex! ᄃᄃᄃ]

[But is that even possible? Maybe if it were just Lotus, but there’s Warden and the others too.]

[No idea.]

[Guess we’ll find out… right now?]

[If she manages to hold them off, that’s a massive win. Even if she gets overwhelmed, as long as she stalls for time, it’s still a big gain.]

[One person holding off four? Insane value.]

[Yeah, I don’t think this is gonna work ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[If she charges in all confident and gets wrecked, that’s gonna be hilarious.]

The chat was flooded with cheers and skepticism over Friede’s reckless move, rivaling even the most intense loot battles.

It was obvious what the streamer team was aiming for:

Forget strategic play using objectives. 

Their goal was to bulldoze a straight path down mid.

Their sudden large-scale offensive had caught STK off guard, forcing them to retreat almost effortlessly.

Especially with Friede leading the charge and drawing all the aggro, taking down two core mid-laners was a huge accomplishment.

Even so, was this really the right call?

***

[I’ll block their dungeon entrance. Keep pushing.]

[Huh? By yourself, Friede?]

[The passage is narrow, and my holy sword works well here. I can hold them off.]

[But there’s Warden and Lotus… Alright. The rest of us will keep pushing.]

[Sir, I’m in awe of your courage.]

[Ah, Gunder, quit the nonsense and get going. Alright, I’m counting on you guys.]

Just then, the voice chat echoed through the audience.

The moment she heard that exchange, Eunha finally understood what her sister had in mind.

Still…

“Will she be okay?”

Dayoung’s murmured concern carried both worry and regret.

She was alone, recklessly taking on the enemy’s main force.

It was true that Sehee had overwhelming strength in the game.

But that was only within the system’s mechanics.

After all, this wasn’t a novel or a comic where cheat-like elements magically appeared.

Her skills as a warrior and the fact that her avatar was scanned from her naturally gifted body were undeniable.

‘But was she at a level where she could overcome this kind of gap?’

‘There’s no backup behind her.’

The others were too focused on pushing mid.

‘If she really held off four players, the streamer team’s strength would skyrocket. Still, wasn’t this strategy a bit too reckless?’

Dayoung felt uneasy at the thought of Friede taking a fall from overconfidence.

“Uh… can she really win?”

“Not sure. We’ll have to see. If this were reality, maybe. But in the game…?”

At Ajin’s question, Dayoung responded calmly, leaning back into her chair as the tension tightened around her chest.

It wasn’t just Lotus—Warden was there too.

‘Would her sister really make them dance to her tune?’

At least in terms of Soul Warfare experience, the enemy team was said to be ahead of Friede.

‘How are you going to get through this, sister?’

As the situation reached its breaking point, Dayoung kept her eyes glued to the screen.

At some point, her hand, which had been reaching for popcorn, had completely frozen.

***

—Clang!

A sword absorbed the light, its blade shimmering brightly.

As if guiding the lost through the darkness of the dungeon.

From the distance, a group of enemies rushed toward her.

The moment they saw her standing firm at the gate, they all stopped at once.

Seeing their startled expressions, she let out a small chuckle.

She had wondered if they would push forward, forcing her allies back, but expecting such a cinematic moment had been asking for too much.

Still, seeing their shocked faces made the surprise entrance worthwhile.

The moment they entered her sight, she lifted her sword without a word.

Once again, she gathered light into her blade.

Like a lone beacon illuminating a world shrouded in darkness, the castle’s only brilliance was now concentrated on her sword.

—Clang!

As light converged on the blade and it began to shine, two figures finally understood what she was up to and rushed forward.

A ranger, dual-wielding curved blades, clad in leather armor.

And a knight, armed with thick armor, a massive shield, and a lance.

Behind them, Eunha and another player—Warden—stood on standby.

The showdown was about to begin.

Rather than waiting blankly, their eyes were keenly set on the next move.

But…

“Too late.”

—Clang!

Once again, a mass of light gathered onto the sword, and the holy blade, now fully infused with radiance, no longer retained its original form.

It had ceased to be a mere sword—now, it was a colossal manifestation of pure light.

Lifting it high, the ultimate strike of the fully charged holy sword was unleashed.

In the narrow corridor leading to the door, against the approaching enemies, an overwhelming torrent of radiant fury descended all at once.

Blazing Holy Sword—Torrent of Sunlight.

—Boom!

A massive blade of light swept through the entire passageway.

Walls and floors shattered, and in the wake of the luminous surge, countless fragments of stone and clouds of dust filled the air.

Naturally, the death indicators appeared on the status screen.

My plan to hold the gate with a fully charged holy sword had worked perfectly.

After all, in a narrow alley, where the number of entrants was limited, STK had used shield-based blocking tactics.

But that also meant that I could just as easily block the entrance with my fully charged holy sword.

There was no way to withstand the sheer force of the radiant blade in such a confined space.

‘The best-case scenario would’ve been just holding the line here.’

Unfortunately, they had decided to sacrifice a few as bait to force me to waste my ultimate.

Since respawn timers existed, it was definitely a better strategy than letting me stall indefinitely.

It was a solid decision, no doubt.

‘So, what would the remaining two do now?’

‘Of course…’

At that moment, two figures burst through the dust cloud, charging forward.

Their footwork was different from that of ordinary players.

‘Quick decision-making.’

‘Had they already figured out my intent?’

Eunha’s Lantert saber slashed toward my neck first.

I sidestepped, deflecting it.

‘If I parried properly here, I could take her down in one strike, but…’

‘No opening.’

As if reading my thoughts in advance, Warden’s massive saber cleaved through the air in a diagonal upward slash.

Right now, blocking the follow-up attack was my priority.

Redirecting the saber with my blade, I twisted my body and countered Warden’s strike with a well-timed clash of blades.

“Hah!”

With a fierce shout, Eunha, who had been crouched low, extended her body in a swift motion.

Her Lantert saber lunged at my chest like a bolt of lightning.

‘Annoying.’

If I blocked one attack, the other followed immediately, leaving no room to strike back.

Their coordination was relentless.

I had never seen such fluid combo attacks in a game before.

Not even in ranked matches… Were they really in the same Challenger tier?

I grumbled internally, but the reality was clear.

Step by step, I was being pushed back, while they were advancing forward.

At this rate, I would be forced out of the dungeon, and the two of them would ignore me and regroup with their main team.

If that happened, my team wouldn’t stand a chance.

I had realized in this short time that STK’s teamwork and individual skills lagged behind the streamer team.

‘I have to take them both down here.’

Eunha and Warden—both of them…!

—H!

A clear ringing of my blade echoed through the dungeon corridor as I backstepped, creating a brief distance.

As they swiftly adjusted their stances for the next attack…

A thought crossed my mind.

‘Why was I fighting so desperately?’

‘Why was I taking an exhibition match this seriously?’

If someone were to ask me, I would only have one answer.

Winning feels good.

“Hoo—.”

A deep breath, long pent up, flowed from within me into the cold, dark castle air.

All of my senses sharpened, fully awakened.

I could feel every movement of my opponents through my skin—a strange sensation.


This was just a virtual reality game.

And yet, my mind had never been so focused, so calm.

Lowering my stance, I firmly gripped my holy sword.

The die is cast.



 
  Chapter 124: So Sorrowful


It was difficult to overcome one-against-many battles in Soul Warfare.

This was a commonly accepted truth among the majority of players who enjoyed the game.

Unless there was a significant skill gap between opponents, it was fair to say this was a fundamental rule of the game.

Perhaps this was a common feature of most virtual reality-based games.

Unlike traditional PC games with keyboards and mice, actions in VR games were executed directly based on reaction speed and signals. 

However, this direct response required far more precise control.

A space where one’s familiarity with virtual reality and their proficiency in maneuvering within it determined their physical ability with stark contrast.

And in such a virtual reality-based game, there were times when monsters appeared—those who defied common sense.

If someone had asked who that monster was until recently, nine out of ten would have given the same answer.

Warden.

A player so exceptional that he was counted among the few, often referred to as a genius.

He was capable of dribbling multiple enemies at once, or, given the right opportunity and luck, even defeating them single-handedly.

His super plays were often the topic of discussion in official tournaments.

However, the absolute position that had once belonged solely to Warden was now being challenged.

A new player had arrived—Friede.

For those interested in Soul Warfare, the community had become a battlefield of heated debates—keyboard wars erupted over the two.

The topic was simple:

[Who was better, Warden or Friede?]

A classic versus match discussion.

One might ask, “Is there really a reason to get so heated over this?”

‘But what could they do?’

This wasn’t just a fictional match-up from a game, comic, or story.

This was a real rivalry, unfolding between two actual players in real time.

And in a virtual reality setting—an almost surreal battlefield—their competition was thrilling to watch, offering a unique sense of immersion for the spectators.

Just as the community was beginning to grow weary of endless debates with no conclusion, as if answering their unspoken wish, a new event erupted.

Though it was only during a pre-event phase, Warden and Friede finally clashed.

For anyone playing Soul Warfare, this was an unmissable moment.

And now, the two stood face to face.

Friede vs. Warden—The Lotus Duo confrontation.

***

[Warden wouldn’t seriously fight alongside Lotus like a coward, right?]

[He already did. They launched an attack together earlier. Warden’s such a loser.]

[That was just to break through the exit. Let’s see a proper one-on-one fight now.]

[Something big is coming!]

[Lotus, can’t you read the room? Step aside already—]

[You idiots, stop forcing a biased rivalry narrative!]

***

Unlike the explosive excitement in the chat, the atmosphere at the battlefield was chilling.

‘What is this…?’

Warden tilted his head slightly, a frown forming on his face.

He felt it—something off.

Something he had never noticed before, despite closely observing Friede’s playstyle until now.

His senses were thrown into disarray.

Friede stood in a low stance, her sword raised in a middle guard—a posture that was unlike him.

Warden had always known Friede as a free-spirited, instinctive fighter.

Yet now, her body was lowered, his blade aimed directly at Warden’s throat.

The usual laid-back expression was gone.

Instead, Friede looked like a predator ready to pounce on its prey.

For the first time, Warden truly felt the presence of killing intent in a virtual world.

If this were reality, his palms would be drenched in sweat by now.

He had always thought such sensations were unnecessary in a game.

And yet—

“Go.”

“What?!”

Lotus turned to Warden in shock.

She wasn’t naïve. 

She understood exactly what he meant by that single word.

Go.

Leave.

“Drop your pride. You can’t handle this alone.”

She knew it. 

This fight would be tough.

But still—

“It doesn’t matter.”

Warden turned to Lotus with a grin, more alive than ever before.

It was the first time he had ever worn such an expression in all their time together.

Lotus sighed in resignation.

“Fine… just don’t die.”





She sprinted toward their team’s frontlines, understanding that her support was needed elsewhere.

As soon as she left, Warden charged at Friede.

A diagonal, full-power slash came crashing down—

His movements precise and fast, devoid of unnecessary motions.

His twisted longsword, like a freshly unearthed warped root, sliced through the air, poised to cut Friede clean in half.

For an ordinary pro gamer, even blocking such a strike would have been difficult.

But in that fleeting moment, Friede’s eyes met Warden’s—calm, unwavering, completely unfazed.

At the last instant, their blades halted simultaneously—

A perfect parry.

However, Warden had already anticipated this.

Before the weapons even fully clashed, his stance shifted, his body lowering into a side step—

A zone attack aimed at Friede’s legs.

A strike executed with surgical precision, slipping through a tiny gap in Friede’s defense.

A normal challenger-level player would have no choice but to roll away in a desperate attempt to dodge.

Warden wasn’t sure if Friede would react the same way—

But if she did—

The next move was already set in stone.

A final strike that would render any dodge meaningless and cut him down in an instant.

Just as Warden thought his blade would clash against Friede’s armor—

-Pop!

With a light and agile step, Friede vanished from the sword’s trajectory.

‘Where did she go?’

In less than 0.1 seconds, the question flashed through Warden’s mind, and his senses sharpened in response.

A dazzling golden cape fluttered through the air, and the pure blond hair scattered like sunlight, disrupting his vision.

Friede had moved so low that Warden wondered if she was about to collide with him.

At the perfect moment, as if a piece fitting seamlessly into place, Friede’s back smoothly glided against Warden’s.

Using Warden as a stepping stone, she instantly flipped over to gain a position behind him.

Friede’s holy sword swung down, aiming to cut Warden down from behind—

But without even turning his head, Warden instinctively rolled forward with all his strength.

Now separated, the two stood in a tense standoff.

***

[Warden’s control is insane. That cancel was so smooth, it’s unreal.]

[And Friede reacting to it? Absolute legend.]

[Who would’ve expected her to literally climb up his back like that?]

[That combo even took TK Schneider out in one go before, but Warden escaped it. LOL.]

[At this point, Warden’s real rival isn’t Lotus or Schneider. It’s Friede. Change my mind.]

***

Though their duel wasn’t as flashy as Lotus’s elaborate combos, their clean and precise exchanges were enough to ignite the audience.

Just like during his fights with Lotus, Warden’s STK team armor, dyed in dark crimson, stood in stark contrast to Friede’s pure white attire.

Even their weapons emphasized the contrast—

Friede wielded a radiant holy sword, while Warden’s twisted longsword resembled something out of dark sorcery.

From the stands, Dayoung thought to herself, ‘They really are complete opposites.’

Friede didn’t give Warden time to regroup.

She swiftly closed the distance, her sword tip gleaming deadly sharp—

A precise thrust, a textbook light attack, but packed with confidence.

She could cancel it at any moment, bait a reaction, or parry if necessary—

Would Warden be able to respond?

All eyes were glued to the fight.

And then—

Something changed.

Instead of his usual stance, Warden shifted into something different.

A stance resembling a samurai’s iai-draw technique.

-Kiing!

A sharp, eerie resonance rang from his blade.

A dark aura coiled around the sheathed sword, warping the space around it.

‘No way…’

A flicker of urgency flashed in Dayoung’s eyes.

‘That stance—it’s the technique of the Twisted Blade…’

A combat skill immune to parries.

It had an insanely strict execution window, but if it landed, it was a game-changer, rivaling even Friede’s  holy sword.

Just as Friede’s sword lunged for Warden’s throat, a blinding illusion flickered before Dayoung’s eyes.

The darkness sealed within the sheath—

A draw slash, executed in a seamless arc, deflecting the holy sword’s strike.

The air was filled with blade afterimages, dazzling the spectators.

And at the same time—

Warden, who had been crouched, shot forward like a thunderbolt.

Twisted Blade—Iaido Slash, Dark Heaven.

The sword’s arc carved through the empty space, a fleeting but perfect stroke.

For a brief moment, Ajin felt her heart drop.

That instantaneous reaction from Warden—

‘Could Friede actually lose?’

A foreboding unease gripped her chest.

The thought was so overwhelming that she almost screamed and shot up from her seat—

“Unnie!”

But before she could react, Dayoung leapt up first, her urgent cry echoing through the stands.


‘Ugh!’

‘Was she going to be outpaced in everything today?’

Awkwardly lowering herself back into her seat, Ajin clenched her popcorn a little too tightly, crushing it into crumbs.

For some reason, she felt a strange sense of frustration.



 
  Chapter 125: The Hero Speaks with their Fists


A sharp trajectory traced the air like an artist weaving strokes through the void.

Warden’s body had already passed through where Friede had been, as if piercing straight through her.

A moment of gasps and screams followed, then an eerie silence settled over the scene. 

A few seconds later, an unexpected change appeared on the game screen before the audience’s eyes.

Everyone thought it was over. 

That this strike would bring Friede down.

After all, executing a battle skill with such perfect timing was practically Warden’s finishing move.

Yet, the one involved was overwhelmed with a completely different emotion.

The feeling reflected in Warden’s eyes as he turned to look at Friede—

“You dodged it?”

How many times had he spoken his emotions out loud while playing a game?

That’s how unbelievable this situation was.

A monstrous ability that allowed someone to evade this weapon’s battle skill purely with physical reflexes.

***

[Ah, what just happened? Warden’s finishing attack has been rendered useless!]

[Well… The battle skill seemed to land with perfect timing. Did I see that wrong? I think we need to check the replay.]

Even the commentators, witnessing the scene firsthand, were left in doubt, confusion, and disbelief rather than admiration.

It was beyond their comprehension.

After all, Warden’s mastery of his weapon’s battle skills had reached an unparalleled level.

Even those who didn’t actively play the game could recognize it.

From the perspective of those who had watched Warden’s gameplay in countless professional matches, that strike had been executed with absolute perfection.

So why was Friede completely unharmed?

The replay footage played on the screen.

Warden’s attack had indeed been delivered flawlessly, his sword leaving behind multiple streaks of slashes.

But—

[Ah, she dodged it.]

Even if the timing had been slightly off, the attack should have still connected within the hitbox.

Yet, her body moved with such swift, acrobatic precision that it felt surreal.

It was an absurd sight.

***

[WTF? What is this?]

[! Friede’s POV]

[! Warden’s POV]

[SUHO-sensei, are you watching? Friede is definitely hacking.]

[I didn’t realize it was spring until the flowers bloomed.]

[Friede’s POV is making me dizzy as hell, WTF.]

[Stop calling her a hacker, or I’ll shove a nuke down your throat.]

[Does this even make sense? How the hell did she dodge that move like that?]

[The simplest claymore battle skill is easy to dodge even when used blatantly.]

[They said it was impossible to parry, not impossible to evade.]

[Do you think Warden’s battle skill is a joke?]

[Against Friede, it kinda is.]

[LMAO]

The once-quiet chat window erupted into chaos the moment the replay ended.

Some viewers had been watching from Friede’s or Warden’s personal perspectives.

Even they only fully understood what had just transpired after seeing the replay. 

Their shock was inevitable.

Like a breath forcing its way through a blocked throat, like tense muscles finally relaxing, The whirlwind of combat left behind an exhaustion tinged with exhilaration.

Friede’s gameplay was always like this.

Flawless, dazzling movements that never faltered.

Even when she was cornered, it was usually under circumstances so overwhelmingly unfair that no other gamer could have overcome them—making her prowess all the more remarkable.

***

“Hoo…”

A weighted sigh escaped Friede’s crimson lips like mist.

“That was close.”

She smiled.

For some reason, a chill ran down the back of Warden’s neck at that expression.

That smile wasn’t born from a sense of accomplishment or pride in her own skill.

Her eyes burned with an eerie, blue flame.

“……!”

Friede’s figure flickered, leaving behind faint afterimages.

It was different from her usual movements—like a gear shifting into overdrive, the sudden surge in speed was almost unnatural.

Warden raised his sword, not based on clear perception but on sheer instinct within the uncertainty.

Clang!

A sharp metallic clash rang out, piercing his ears.

It was just a downward slash, but the speed was comparable to a battle skill specializing in quick draws.

Their weapons weren’t significantly different in size, so blocking the sword’s trajectory should have been enough.

Deflecting the holy sword, Warden let it slide along his blade while closing the distance between them.

This was his range. 

His domain.

With that certainty—

He swung his greatsword upward in a sweeping attack. 

Normally, Friede would have dodged with a backstep or a roll.

But instead, a dull impact struck from below just as Warden charged in.

It was like being hammered. 

His vision wavered.

Friede had driven her knee upward, using her armor as a weapon.

The sudden strike left a brief opening in Warden’s charge.

Normally, he would have taken advantage of the longer reach of his greatsword to create distance.

But Friede’s response was the exact opposite.

With their weapons locked together, she suddenly pushed forward, forcefully accelerating.

Unbalanced by the unexpected impact, Warden stumbled back several steps.

Eventually, he had no choice but to backstep to regain his stance.

And yet—an eerie sensation tingled down the back of his neck.

Snapping his head up, he found the gleaming tip of a sword aimed straight at him.

‘She threw her weapon?’

‘Why had she thrown it?’

‘What move was Friede planning next?’

There was no time to think.

With the blade rapidly approaching his face, logic was irrelevant—he could only twist his body desperately to evade.

Right into Friede’s—

Thud!

A direct body blow.

Even through his armor, the impact sounded solid and satisfying in a way that made his stomach turn.

‘Damn it!’

Though the damage wasn’t critical, his stamina and stun gauge were depleting at a ridiculous rate.

Even in a virtual reality setting, the creeping darkness in his vision was unbearable.

Grinding his teeth, Warden forced himself to endure.

Accumulated impact.

His status teetering on the brink of groggy mode.

Deliberately throwing a melee weapon was an act of desperation, something only a completely cornered player would do in a last-ditch effort.

But for Friede—

It was a calculated move.

Friede had no intention of engaging in a straightforward swordfight anymore.

Her merciless fists shot forward like lightning bolts.

Especially her attacks aimed at Warden’s neck—strikes designed to ensure a groggy state.

Even if he wanted to counter, she was too close. 

There was no way to maneuver his sword effectively.

The sheer speed of her movements made it impossible to gain distance. 

An utterly one-sided battle, as unfair as it was relentless.

From his perspective, it was a nightmarish situation.

At this point, the weapons—the Radiant Holy Sword, the Split Blade—had lost all significance.

Letting go of his sword, Warden threw a punch of his own.

Thud!

Friede’s cross-counter struck home.

As the decisive blow landed, Warden was stunned and thrown into a groggy state.

Friede picked up the Holy Sword she had dropped earlier and raised it high.

Shiiing—

Light gathered at the blade, its edges vibrating with power.

Brilliant radiance flooded the battlefield, shaking the very air.

A manifestation of divine authority—something rarely seen in Soul Warfare, a game known for its grounded, technique-driven combat.

Like the blooming of a lotus in the midst of a brawl, Warden was swept away by the Holy Sword’s light.

***

[STK got absolutely obliterated]

[Who are we? The viewers of Friede, the greatest Soul Warfare streamer! Who are we? The viewers of Friede, the greatest Soul Warfare streamer! Who are we? The viewers of Friede, the greatest Soul Warfare streamer!]

[Honestly, Warden got taken down even easier than Lotus.]

[Compared to the tournament, this feels a bit anticlimactic.]

[Warden got schooled with those punches. I kinda feel bad for him.]

[If Warden starts declining with age, STK is screwed lol]

[It’s not just Warden. Everyone got steamrolled by Friede alone.]

[If it weren’t for Friede, the streamer team would’ve been crushed.]

[Yeah, STK had the lead up until the middle. Their mechanics were superior too. Friede just solo-carried.]

[It’s just an event match. Why take it so seriously? Just have fun.]

[Pure entertainment value lmao]

[Friede should just go pro at this point.]

Friede didn’t even need to check the chat to know what was being said.

Eunha furrowed her brows slightly, feeling a headache coming on.

Even in an event match, it was frustrating for a professional team to lose to a hastily assembled amateur squad.

Glancing at her teammates, she let out a silent sigh.

They all had blank expressions, as if they couldn’t process what had just happened.

‘Did they get too comfortable because the game had been going smoothly in the early stages?’

No, more than that—

‘It’s because they lost to my sister.’

Even she, who had experience, was left speechless. 

The others must be even more dumbfounded.

Friede had taken down Warden, then charged in and wiped out the entire team in a single push.

If this had been an official match, if they had lost like this in the league, Eunha wouldn’t have been able to sleep from frustration.

‘But still… she’s amazing.’

As much as she felt bad for her teammates, the truth was undeniable.

In a one-on-one match between Warden and Friede, the clear favorite was her sister.

If anything, Warden winning would have been the real upset.

When the message announcing Friede’s victory flashed on the scoreboard, Eunha had planned to do everything in her power to stop her sister from advancing.

Without Friede, the streamer team wasn’t a significant threat.

Even if it was tough, they just needed to hold out until Warden respawned.

But all of that planning was meaningless.

The moment Friede rejoined her team, the match became completely one-sided, ending in their defeat.

There was no stopping her.

Her overwhelming power made resistance futile.

‘Had she been holding back in the tournament and ranked games?’

‘She’s not some hidden powerhouse or anything.’

But she kept revealing new layers of her skill, like peeling an onion.

At this point, it was getting exhausting just trying to keep up.

***

“Alright! Now let’s hear from Friede, who just gave us an incredible match!”

The interviewer, Jiyoung, spoke with energetic enthusiasm, her voice ringing through the stadium.

“Friede, you took down Lotus, then STK, and finally Warden. Can you share your thoughts on the game?”

“Ah, it was definitely a tough match. The early-game strategy, the opponent’s skills—everyone played so well that… I think this might have been the hardest game I’ve played so far.”

“But to be honest, it kind of felt like you single-handedly dismantled STK, including Warden. What are your thoughts on that?”

“I think the game played out the way it did because STK’s players were having fun with the event match. Even Lotus was more relaxed compared to the tournament. Warden too. If this had been a league match, I don’t think I’d be the one giving the victory interview right now.”

‘Bullshit, sis. We started tryharding halfway through, and we still lost.’


But whatever.

‘If her sister won, that was good enough.’

Recognizing the clear sportsmanship in Friede’s interview, Eunha decided not to dwell on it.

As a pro, she had some frustrating thoughts, but she suppressed a smirk at her sister’s well-crafted response.



 
  Chapter 126: Teong teong ttari teong teong tta


Cloud Fall wasn’t really a specialty for either streamers or pro teams, so there was none of that intense, calculated fighting like in Soul Warfare.

It felt like everyone, myself included, had collectively decided to become free-spirited trolls in this moment, as if we were blowing off steam from previous games. 

Winning or losing didn’t really matter, but in the end, STK took the victory when Warden finished me off almost by accident.

“Wow, when Lotus showed up at the start, I really thought we were gonna lose, but the moment Friede marked Warden for elimination, I couldn’t help but cheer!”

“You led the team so well. Thanks to you, I just had the best game of my life. Thank you, Friede!”

“Do you have any plans for a collab stream?”

“Can I send you a friend request?”

‘Can I call you teacher?’

The flood of questions crashed over me, starting with a review of the event and then shifting to whether I’d be up for collab streams or ranked duos.

Handling the endless stream of gratitude from my streamer teammates was exhausting, to say the least. 

At least they weren’t prying into my private life—small mercies.

It was almost hard to believe these were the same people who had been so awkward in the waiting room earlier. 

Just one game was enough to shatter any lingering awkwardness.

Honestly, I could go for a drink after that.

After chatting for a while, I finally managed to slip away and retreat to my personal waiting room, where I could finally breathe.

The peace that settled in after all the celebrations was almost too sweet.

Though, to be honest, it wasn’t as fulfilling as the chaos of the tournament. 

Maybe because this was just a one-off event? If anything, I felt more exhausted than satisfied—it didn’t feel worth the effort.

I’ll keep that in mind for next time.

***

“Oogogok!”

Stretching my arms, I sank into the couch, finally done with Cloud Fall.

I should’ve just stayed here from the start. 

The belated regret stung for no reason.

“You were amazing, as expected of the fearless warrior!”

“Hey, don’t overdo it. She’s exhausted. Here, good job—”

“Thanks.”

“You look tired. Your face is pale.”

“Ah, yeah… a little.”

I took a long gulp of my drink, not to savor the taste but to wash away the lingering fatigue and irritation as quickly as possible.

As the cool liquid soothed my throat, I turned to Dayoung, who was watching me cautiously, and gave her a small smile.

“That Warden guy was good enough to remind me of the old days.”

“Heh… He’s definitely a great player, but enough to make you step up like that?”

‘Regardless of how the game played out, it was true that I went all in.’

‘If I’d held back, Warden could have dragged out our duel and wiped my team, or worse, I could’ve been the one taken down.’

“His counterplay at the start was powerful, no doubt about that.”

“If it had been anyone else, they wouldn’t have survived that attack.”

“Maybe that’s why.”

“It’s kind of ridiculous to get emotionally invested in a VR game, but I was really in the zone.”

“People might scoff at taking a game so seriously, but in that moment, when I dodged his attack, my adrenaline was through the roof.”

I nodded at Dayoung’s comment, understanding her reaction.

“Yeah, but only within the game.”

Warden had managed to recreate the same kind of tension I’d felt countless times in battle back when I was the Hero.

I wasn’t just a gamer trying to win—I was a warrior determined to take down a demon.

No matter how skilled a pro gamer was, they couldn’t break free from the limits of an ordinary human.

Let’s be honest—I was so caught up in the moment, I deserved to be called out for over-immersion.

***

“I saw some of the reactions—people seemed pretty surprised. They thought Warden went down too easily. Though, since all of STK got wiped by you, no one’s outright accusing you of anything.”

Makes sense.

There were bound to be a few people complaining about some “bullshit rocket boost” or whatever, but maybe because this was an unofficial event, it wasn’t a big deal.

Besides, STK’s dominance in Soul Warfare was on par with legendary titles like Stella Craft and Eternal Clash.

After all, they were the only team to ever sweep the Soul Cup, the most prestigious international league.

It’d be ridiculous to say their skills had dropped just because the season ended—Warden was still ranked #1 in solo queue, and most of his teammates were in the top 30.

They were still in their prime.

Just the other day, people were calling them a highlight-reel factory.

If anyone was going to talk trash about STK, then every other pro team that had lost to them would look even worse.

Sure, trolls would try to stir the pot, but there was no way public opinion would actually turn against them.

Which meant… my name would only rise higher.

Not as some amateur taking down a pro team, but as a hidden master overpowering the undisputed champions.

This whole mysterious recluse persona? I liked it.

It suited me.

***

“I recorded everything on my camcorder. This’ll keep your stream covered for at least three days.”

“Oh, right. We were filming a vlog, too.”

Looking again, I realized the camera in Ajin’s hands was still on.

In other words, it was still recording.

Even though I was exhausted from the match, I wondered if it was really necessary to keep filming like this. 

But Ajin shook her head and insisted that it was.

Since a vlog was meant to capture everyday life, nothing should be left out, she said.

In the end, I stayed slumped on the couch while checking the schedule for what was next.

The event wasn’t over yet.

***

“Uh… what was it again? We already did the interview, so the only thing left is….”

“The fan meeting.”

“Oh, right. That was still left.”

As the grand finale of this whole event, I had to admit I was looking forward to it.

A fan meeting meant that people had come all this way just to see me, after all.

Of course, since there were also pro teams in the mix, I had to consider how many of them were actually my fans…

‘Oh, whatever.’

I convinced myself that this level of self-confidence was totally reasonable.

The fan meeting was being held separately for pro gamers and streamers.

STK would meet their fans as a team in the lobby, while streamers would each have their own private rooms.

This setup was the organizers’ way of preventing chaos from breaking out if fans for different groups got mixed together.

Aside from me, the other streamers welcomed this arrangement.

They probably weren’t eager to be overshadowed by either STK or me.

Even if they had fewer fans, so what?

Having their own space where they could interact with their supporters made things more comfortable for them.

At least, that’s what they thought.

***

“……”

Gunder, Bisu, and Haldir were in different rooms, but they all felt the same thing.

Ten minutes ago, they had left their waiting area and walked to the block where the fan meetings were being held.

The hum of voices buzzing like a swarm of bees made it clear that both STK’s and my fan meetings were packed.

Well, one was the greatest pro team, and the other was the top female streamer—no surprises there.

It wasn’t something to take personally or feel bad about.

It was just natural.

So, there was no reason to feel any pressure or let it weigh on them.

That’s what they told themselves.

But when they entered their private rooms, something felt wrong.

Sure, they expected the STK room to be crowded, but their own rooms were completely empty except for their editors.

At first, they clung to the hope that fans were just being let in gradually.

But as five, then ten minutes passed, an unsettling realization sank in.

There was no denying it anymore.

A truly miserable and awkward reality.

“Hah… what the hell is this?”

Gunder finally broke the heavy silence with a sigh.

Aside from me, the other streamers had—shockingly—no fans show up.

‘Should he just run over to my fan meeting at this point?’

Gunder seriously considered it.

***

As the fan meeting time approached, I headed to my assigned room with Dayoung and Ajin.

The vlog was still rolling.

Since this was my first-ever fan meeting, my heart was pounding with anticipation.

Of course, I kept reminding myself not to get my hopes up too much.

It was only logical. 

‘No matter how popular I was as a streamer, there was no way I’d have more fans than STK, right?’

As we got closer to the venue, I could hear a deep, vibrating hum in the air.

Following the staff’s lead, I stopped in front of a door—too large to really call it a “private room.”

Beyond the walls, I could sense countless presences.

What… is this?

“Why are there so many people?”

Ignoring my question, the staff opened the door.

The moment the door cracked open, my eyes met those of the crowd waiting inside.

And then—

“WAAAAAHHH!!!”

“FRIEDE! FRIEDE!”

“Wow! She looks so pretty in real life!”

“Noona, please sign this!”

“Can I shake your hand?!”

“Hug too!”

“What are you guys even saying, you lunatics?!”

“Ahh, shit! I’m so moved—I think I’m gonna cry.”

“My balls are shaking.”


“Move! I was here first!”

“Unnie! I love you!”

‘I had expected a decent turnout, but this…?’

The deafening roar of the crowd crashed over me like a tidal wave, completely shattering my expectations.



 
  Chapter 127: Hug me


The door to the special room opened, and when the crowd’s cheers and overwhelming support followed, Sehee hesitated for a moment.

It wasn’t simply because she was overwhelmed by the sheer number of people.

After roughly estimating the crowd size, a small sigh escaped her lips.

‘Looks like most of the audience gathered here for this event… I wonder if the other side is okay.’

She was already worried that she might have caused trouble. 

Of course, attending a fan meeting was a personal choice, and no one could really be blamed for it.

Still, being considerate was a natural thing, and Sehee couldn’t help but feel a little sorry—not just for other streamers but perhaps even for the STK team.

But…

‘I can’t back down here.’

These were people who had gathered just to see her.

Sehee smiled gently and raised her hand slightly, waving toward the crowd.

“Woooaaaah!”

It was like a coal-fueled steam train on the verge of going out of control.

It was nothing more than a casual gesture for the people who had come, done without much thought.

To someone unfamiliar with the situation, it might sound ridiculous that such a simple wave could excite people this much. 

They might scoff, saying, “How could something like that matter?”

It’s a response rooted in a very common, straightforward way of thinking. 

Something anyone could easily say.

And that would be true.

But…

“Wow!”

Next to the door, Dayoung let out an open exclamation as she filmed a vlog with her camcorder.

She was currently standing in for Ajin, who had run to the restroom after being overwhelmed by the extreme density of the crowd.

Still, even for someone like her, who was also a hero, the fanatic energy surrounding Friede was slightly overwhelming.

From ancient times, beautiful and charismatic people captivating crowds from the stage had always been a part of human history.

And who was Sehee? She was the strongest warrior, gifted with the beauty of a goddess.

It would be a lie to say she wasn’t captivating.

‘She’s really coasting on her looks.’

No, this wasn’t just something that could be dismissed as looks alone.

Friede, Ji Sehee’s body, was the pinnacle of physical beauty that could be shaped under the theme of humanity.

She didn’t just possess charm; she had an irresistible, almost magnetic allure.

Without that, no matter how exceptional her gaming skills were as a female streamer, it would have been difficult to achieve this level of popularity.

In the end, it comes down to this:

‘She’s great to look at.’

No matter how many times you look, you never get tired of it.

No wonder people get hooked. Damn.

“Unnie! You’re so beautiful! Hug meee!”

“Huh?”

Hearing a familiar voice nearby, Dayoung turned her head.

Her gaze followed the crowd and stopped at a group of people wearing familiar uniforms with black backgrounds and red logos.

A professional team—there was only one that could be here at this event.

It was STK.

Among them was a girl, squealing excitedly and repeatedly shouting “Unnie,” someone Dayoung could never forget.

“Yeon-ggot?”

“What the heck?”

“Why are you here?”

“What happened to your team’s fan meeting?”

“Unnie! You’re so pretty!”

“Your bare face is insane.”

“This is like nerfing an idol cam.”

“Hey, man! Move your head a bit, would ya?”

“Even rough shots of her look like magazine spreads.”

“Friede! Please come forward a bit more!”

Before she could sort out her confusion, Yeon-ggot’s exclamation triggered even more chaos within the crowd.

It was like a nest full of baby birds, each desperate for even a moment of attention.

Dayoung took a step back. 

There wasn’t anything she could do to fix this situation.

‘Even celebrity fan meetings aren’t this intense.’

She wished she could cover her ears, but unfortunately, the reality of holding a camcorder with one hand made that impossible.

The hall—well, it was a hall, right? It was packed with people.

It was a large space with a giant screen behind the platform and room for over a hundred people.

Now, it was filled wall to wall.

“Has Warfare had a venue like this before?”

Not being someone who frequently watched league broadcasts, Dayoung found herself unable to recall anything.

She stepped onto a moderately tall platform, which wasn’t too high to climb all at once.

The view before her was quite a spectacle.

She had arrived, but now that she was here, she wasn’t sure what to do.

All she had in mind was sitting in a chair, signing autographs, or saying a few words of encouragement.

Maybe shaking hands, at most.

That was the image she had of fan meetings.

As she stood there, doing nothing, a staff member finally came up with a microphone in hand.

So, she was supposed to communicate with this and figure out how to proceed on her own, it seemed.

“Nuna! Over here!”

“Friede mommy! Do the mischievous act!”

“Can I take a personal photo?”

“What are you saying, man?! No private photos!”

“Who even are you to say that?!”

“What are your three sizes?!”

“Nuna, what’s your name?”

First, she needed to calm this crowd down.

At this rate, we wouldn’t even be able to start.

Feeling the firm grip of the microphone in my hand, I took a deep breath and shouted a single word.

“Shh!”

I raised a finger to my lips, signaling for silence as I looked toward the crowd.

Gradually, the feverish energy began to settle, and I could feel the weight of all those focused gazes pressing down on me.

As the murmuring died down, an inexplicable sense of satisfaction welled up inside me. 

Taking that as my cue, I spoke again.

“Hello, this is Friede.”

For such a large-scale fan meeting, my greeting was rather short.

But it seemed effective—everyone’s attention was now completely locked onto my lips.

Even more intensely than before.

“I didn’t expect so many of you to come. I’m sure you didn’t end up at the wrong fan meeting by accident. Thank you again for all your support.”

For an event without a host, this was a decent start.

I had probably passed the bare minimum.

“Honestly, this is my first fan meeting, so I wasn’t sure what to do. If I had known so many of you would be here, I would have put more thought into it.”

Preparing to move on to the next part, I decided to be upfront about what I had planned.

“I was originally just going to sign autographs… but seeing how much you all love me, I feel a little guilty.”

“Anything is fine!”

“Signatures, handshakes, photos—just do everything!”

“What are you saying?! Stay within the lines!”

“Sing a song, nuna!”

“Hug me!”

The crowd, which I had barely calmed down, erupted like a flood once again.

If the chat from my livestream were brought to life, it would look exactly like this.

They must have seen this as some kind of reward for being fans of Friede, which only made them even more excited.

“Alright, calm down, calm down.”

Thankfully, speaking through a microphone made it easy to get my point across.

Maybe it was because I was talking to them in person rather than through a screen.

Unlike the internet, meeting people face-to-face seemed to turn even the most chaotic fans into obedient lambs.

But I couldn’t just let this event drag on endlessly without any structure.

***

‘Now that I think about it…’

A particular request from earlier lingered in my ears.

“Hug me.”

That… might actually work.

Turning toward the source of the voice, I spoke up.

“If you’re okay with it, come forward one at a time. I’ll give you a hug.”

A gentle touch of comfort and encouragement.

A faint scent of peaches drifting by.

A light pat, firm enough to be reassuring.

Soothing words spoken in a graceful voice.

And the sight of her face as the embrace ended.

Only a second of contact, but to him, it felt like an unforgettable dream.

“So, your name is…?”

“Ah, B-Ba… Park Suchan!”

“Oh, Park Suchan, I see.”

Of course, offering hugs didn’t mean I was giving deep, intimate embraces.

It was a respectful, slightly distanced hug, with a simple pat on the shoulder.

The kind of gesture a mother or older sister might give to a younger family member.

“Thank you for coming. You worked hard today.”

That alone was enough to make them overflow with joy.

No, more than just most of them—probably every single one.

I wasn’t exactly an expert on these kinds of events, but I was pretty sure even celebrities didn’t go this far with fan service.

From that perspective, even a simple hug at a fan meeting was an enormous gift.

“I don’t think I’ll ever shower again… Thank you so much, nuna.”

“…….”

Well, at least it was effective.

If only they didn’t say things like that at the end.

Watching Fan A shuffle away like a penguin, I sighed internally before turning to the next person in line—

And my eyes widened in surprise.

“Eunha?”

“Yeah, sorry. I’m here.”

‘Didn’t you have your team’s fan meeting?’

She must have read my thoughts from my expression.

Following her gaze, I spotted several STK players further back in line.

And now that I looked more closely, I noticed other streamers mixed in as well.

Gunder, Haldir, and Bisu were all there.

They all had their own events, yet they’d come here instead. ‘Was that really okay?’

“Unnie, make it a real one.”

Eunha spread her arms wide, leaning forward.

I decided to take it in stride.

The best recordings always came from moments like these, when unexpected guests livened up the scene.

This would definitely make for great vlog content.

Out of curiosity, I glanced over to see what Dayoung and Ajin were doing—

And what I saw was…


“Huh?”

Dayoung and Ajin, gripping their lips in frustration, trembling.

The way Dayoung was holding the camcorder looked dangerously unsteady…

Well, as long as they were still filming, it should be fine.



 
  Chapter 128: How do you know?


[Those who attended in person, you lucky bastards]
Author: Theminator

—”So, how was she?”

[OO: She looks even more amazing in real life.]

[yaSergei: She dressed in such a ridiculously sexy way, totally nailed the aesthetic. Absolute perfection.]

[Theminator: So damn jealous. Some of us are stuck at work like dogs.]

[Ilgwangsogeom: Just watch the clips later to your heart’s content. The face cam actually nerfs her.]

[So people like that actually exist in real life]
Author: Lampadu

—”I always thought the avatars and face cams in Sword of War were all about filters and editing, but it’s actually the opposite. This is the first time I’ve seen someone who looks even better in real life than in a face cam or an avatar. I’m just in awe.”

[OO: Her genes are straight-up a cheat code.]

[Kimkkaeddullakku: I swear, I need to see her family photo. If Friede looks this good, her family must be ridiculously top-tier too.]

[Sesuttaeya: Classic Slavic-German mix. She got only the absolute best genes from Western bloodlines.]

[Hello! The streamer here is really beautiful ^^]
Author: NoobNoob

—”I usually don’t watch streams, but I had to check this one out because the streamer is just stunning. I’ve never seen anyone this pretty before. Friede, I hope you keep rising to the top! ^^”

[OO: A newbie! A fresh newbie! ^o^]

[Zikgarterbelt: Friede’s gallery fans flood in daily, no need to make a fuss lol.]

[Ilgwangsogeom: How did you end up watching streams?]

[NoobNoob: I’m an STK fan, so I went to the event in person, and Friede was just so beautiful. ^^]

[Friede Mommy’s Bouncy Clip]
Author: 00

—”She was definitely wearing a bra, so how does it even move like that? Why does real-life physics look glitched?”

[Tikkeulmoapasan: Some nerd once said her chest was like a Cup of Love, and I thought it was nonsense… but damn, I miss that guy.]

[Loo: Even other models with an I-cup don’t look like that. Usually, they sag a little and look kinda weird, but Friede Mommy is just… different.]

[Hope5555: Excuse me! Even among I-cups, there are tiers!]

[SS: Forget the chest, let’s see the booty. Definitely built for childbearing.]

[???: You better show up to the fan meeting]

(All STK players and streamers gathered at Friede’s fan meeting.)

???: “If we join too, it’s game over.”

[Zikgarterbelt: LMAO wtf.]

[Ilgwangsogeom: Why are those guys even there?]

[Kimkkaeddullakku: Lmao they just wanna get a hug from Friede even more.]

At this point, countless posts were flooding various online communities.

‘The topic? No need to ask.’

“Was this even an STK event, or had it turned into Friede’s event entirely?”

Watching the chaos unfold on his smartphone screen, his pupils trembled with emotion.

“Was it because his team’s event had been completely overshadowed?”

“No. If anything, he was the type to fully support things going Friede’s way.”

“But still, why was he feeling this surge of anger?”

“That’s right, the reason was…”

***

[The streamer’s skin is ridiculously soft]
Author: NunareulmeogneunMidr

—”I’ve never seen someone whose skin actually smells like peaches before. It’s definitely not perfume. That’s just how she naturally smells. Tonight, I can die happy. Totally worth sneaking away from my wife to attend. Friede Mommy! I swear to serve you like a loyal dog for the rest of my life! ^^”

[Hope5555: You’ve become a dog… Bring the soy paste! Now!]

[Loo: No chance! Never! Never!!!!]

[Issusinjanggun: A paradise on earth lol.]

[Zikgarterbelt: If you lick her, does peach juice come out?]

[Loo: Her breast milk is probably peach-flavored lmao.]

[RR: Where exactly are you licking?]

“Dammit!”

He clenched his teeth.

With no other outlet for his frustration, all he could do was grind his molars in silent rage.

He wasn’t normally the jealous type, but the frustration of missing out on something this incredible was enough to infuriate even the sweetest of men.

It was inevitable.

Even a saint would lose his composure if forced to stand back and watch a reward like that slip through his fingers.

Friede’s hug.

‘I heard she smells like peaches…’

Hearing people excitedly talk about their experience as they passed by made his blood boil.

The STK marketing manager, watching all of this unfold, felt like his head was about to explode.

“Friede could have been the perfect older sister for me.”

It was a whisper, barely loud enough for him to hear himself, but it carried a deep conviction.

A once-in-a-lifetime event… and I couldn’t even attend?!

‘If I were just an ordinary fan, I’d be there in the thick of it with everyone else, burying my face in her warm embrace.’

‘But I can’t.’

As a member of the team that organized this event, I have to maintain professionalism.

Maybe that’s why…

Why the thirst in my throat is unbearable right now…

‘Forbidden.’

‘Yes, this was forbidden. ‘

‘A line that shouldn’t be crossed.’

‘If I act on what I’m thinking…’

‘I’d be disgracing the team.’

‘I might even lose my job.’

‘But…’

‘If I call myself a true fan, shouldn’t I be willing to take that risk?’

Right now, I just want to run to that fan meeting.

—Smack!

He slapped himself hard.

A burning pain spread across his cheek, snapping him back to reality.

Finally regaining some composure, he let out a deep sigh and shook his head.

A desperate attempt to clear his mind.

“Haah…”

With a heavy exhale, he released all his tangled emotions and was about to get back to work when—

—Ding!

A cheerful notification tone from his smartphone.

‘Who could it be at this hour?’

Tilting his head in curiosity, he checked the alert.

“What the—?!”

A shocked exclamation escaped his lips.

“Oh, shit!”

***

After the fan meeting, she stretched her arms wide on the empty stage.

With each repeated motion, my stiff muscles loosened, and energy flowed through my veins.

It was quite a pleasant sensation—an almost delicate pleasure that made my whole body tremble.

Even if each touch lasted only a second, doing it over a hundred times was no small task.

For the other person, it was a one-time thing, but I had to keep moving every time someone approached.

‘Having to move every single time someone comes up to me…’

Ah, this almost feels like I’m some kind of hostess.

Friede, the reigning queen of the entertainment district? The thought was so absurd that I let out a small chuckle.

“Fan meetings like this are basically just work, aren’t they?”

“Seriously. It’s straight-up labor. I think I need to cut back on offline events from now on.”

“If your fans heard you say that, they’d be devastated.”

“Yeah, right…”

“Jeez, just drink this. You haven’t had anything all day.”

Dayoung handed me a canned coffee.

Now that I thought about it, aside from a quick drink after the game, I hadn’t eaten anything since this morning.

The only meal I remembered was the one Yuri had prepared for breakfast. 

Suddenly, all I wanted was to go home and eat.

You need food to function. 

A full stomach makes everything feel easier, and it’s a shortcut to being in a good mood.

“Unni, at least the vlog turned out great… I think we can split it into at least three different videos.”

“So that means we’re done, right?”

“W-What are you talking about? There’s still more left.”

Ajin shook her head firmly, her refusal sparking my curiosity.

‘What else was left?’

As I stared at her, Ajin confidently nodded and said, “We still need to record your thoughts about today’s event on the way home. And then, we have to open a drinking session and spill all the behind-the-scenes gossip. A proper event vlog isn’t complete without the full course.”

“What? Can’t we skip that?”

“I get that you’re tired… but I really want to see it through to the end.”

So basically, I wasn’t off the clock yet.

Ajin’s strange level of obsession with this vlog left me with no choice but to nod in agreement.

Fine, let’s think positively.

The more videos we record now, the more we can take it easy on streams later.

In a way, this was stockpiling content.

The harder I worked now, the easier things would be later.

“Unni, we got so much of your daily life on camera. Plus, there’s plenty of awesome gaming footage. The raw files… hehehe, those are for my eyes only.”

“Hey! At least let me have the raw files too.”

“W-What? No way! Go hang out with Pepe. You’ll be doing collabs with Unni anyway.”

“Don’t bring up Pepe. Just thinking about them makes my blood boil.”

Raw footage, huh…

Now that I thought about it, Ajin had access to everything I filmed for my streams.

‘Maybe I should consider doing a crowdfunding event for an exclusive Friede raw footage compilation someday.’

‘If I included unreleased and special bonus clips, it could turn out to be a pretty fun project.’

‘Well, that’s something to discuss with the others later.’

“For now, let’s head out.”

“Okay!”

“Yeah!”

Since there was still more filming to do, we might as well get home quickly.

Yuri was probably waiting, and all three of us were starting to get hungry.

As we got up and began gathering our things—

***

“Excuse me.”

A voice from behind.

Assuming it was just a staff member, I ignored it at first.

But when they got closer, I had no choice but to turn around.

The man standing in front of me was middle-aged, with rimless glasses and a slightly sharp, serious expression.

“Nice to meet you, Friede.”

“Who are you?”

In response, he handed me a business card.

The logo embossed on it was instantly familiar.

It was the STK gaming team logo.

‘STK Gaming Team Marketing Manager, Hong Yoonsung.’

‘Marketing manager?’

‘What is this about?’

“I’m Hong Yoonsung, STK Gaming Team’s marketing manager. Though, Friede, you might recognize me better by another name.”

“…?”

‘What was he talking about?’

All of us tilted our heads in confusion, failing to grasp the meaning behind his words.

Then, with a slight smile, he introduced himself.

“The sweet and charming man, Seowit Han-nam. I may be lacking, but I am one of your fans.”

‘Seowit Han-nam?’

‘Who?’

He introduced himself with such confidence, but unfortunately, the name didn’t ring a bell.

Honestly, there were way too many dedicated viewers in my live streams for me to remember them all.

Unless I made a conscious effort to pay attention, most usernames just passed by like flowing water.

The only one I could recall off the top of my head was “Geumtaeyang Frog,” the guy who used to cause chaos in chat.

Then—

“Ah!”

A gasp came from behind me.


Turning around, I saw Dayoung pointing at him, realization dawning on her face.

“The guy who spams broth-tier comments in your chat!”

“…?”

“How do you know that?”



 
  Chapter 129: Fan café of rich broth


“Come to STK. I promise you the best treatment.”

“What? What did you just say?”

The sheer absurdity of the statement made me reflexively ask again.

Maybe it was because he went out of his way to change locations just to say this, yet it was so out of the blue.

The event had just ended, and I was about to leave with a light heart—only to be struck by a bolt from the blue.

“Honestly, I wanted to recommend you debut as an STK pro gamer. But I know very well that you’ve repeatedly said you have no intention of going pro. So instead…”

The team leader in front of me looked slightly excited.

His cheeks were flushed red like a ripe persimmon, making it obvious that his adrenaline was surging.

The sheer intensity—like he was ready to throw himself at me—made me feel extremely uncomfortable.

“We want to recruit you as an STK content creator. I promise you the best treatment.”

I mean, I get that he’s excited, but isn’t this way too sudden?

This wasn’t even an official conversation. 

The guy just came alone and suddenly threw this at me. 

All I could do was let out an awkward laugh.

I’ve heard plenty about the prestige of the STK team.

They rank among the best gaming teams in the world, and even someone I personally know, Lotus Galaxy, is a pro player on their roster.

To be honest, out of all the teams, STK is the only one I have a favorable impression of, given how much I’ve interacted with them.

They’ve never been involved in any major scandals, and through Galaxy, I’ve only seen their good side.

But still, being recruited like this, out of nowhere, felt unsettling.

Deciding it wouldn’t hurt to hear him out, I stayed silent and let him continue.

“Why exactly are you so eager to bring me into STK? Don’t tell me… did Galaxy ask you to do this?”

I doubted she would do something like that, but since she was so openly fond of me, the thought did cross my mind.

If that were the case… it’d be a bit awkward for me.

Of course, even if Galaxy asked, joining a team is a completely different matter.

I wouldn’t want to create unnecessary tension between us over something like this.

Fortunately, the team leader shook his head, denying it.

“No, Lotus has nothing to do with this. Of course, if you joined STK, she would welcome you with open arms, but she’s strictly a player. She doesn’t get involved in team operations.”

“Hmm, so you’re saying STK itself wants me… Is that how I should take it? But you introduced yourself as a marketing planner. Do you actually have the authority to make this decision?”

At my question, the team leader’s expression shifted slightly.

He glanced around cautiously, as if afraid someone might overhear us.

‘What’s with him?’

I suddenly felt a slight pinch on the back of my hand—a sharp, pricking sensation.

Turning my head, I saw Dayoung giving me a knowing look.

[Shady, right?]

Well, yeah.

I never expected them to approach me like this.

In the awkward silence, as if finally reassured, the team leader wiped the sweat off his forehead and continued.

“You’re right to feel uncertain since my position is in marketing, not player management. Normally, a different team would handle this. But I was given direct orders to approach you without those usual distinctions.”

“Heh… I didn’t expect STK to be so desperate for me.”

“Is… is that so?”

“Yes. No matter how popular I am as a streamer, I don’t think my value is high enough for STK to approach me like this.”

‘If they had come to recruit me as a player, I’d understand.’

‘Maybe I was overestimating myself, but I was the solo queue warrior who defeated both Warden and Lotus.’

It’d make sense if the team was scouting a future superstar.

‘But that’s not the case, is it?’

They specifically said they wanted me as a streamer.

If that’s all this is about, their approach seemed unnecessarily excessive.

Either STK as an organization or this team leader himself was acting strangely.

‘It felt less like they wanted my gaming skills or my influence as a streamer and more like they were fixated on me as a person.’

‘Maybe I was overthinking it, but if they were die-hard fans of my content, desperate to recruit me out of personal attachment… that explanation weirdly made the most sense.’

‘If they knew what I was thinking right now, I’d probably want to curl up in embarrassment.’

“That’s…”

The team leader faltered, unable to respond clearly.

At that moment, I was just about to take my leave.

***

“There’s a reason.”

A low voice came from behind us.

The sudden shift in the team leader’s expression—like a soldier seeing reinforcements arrive in a crisis—was quite something.

Two figures slowly approached us.

One was a middle-aged man in a well-fitted suit.

The other was someone completely unexpected.

“Warden?”

Dayoung’s voice carried clear shock.

Walking toward us was none other than STK’s franchise star, Warden.

‘What the hell is he doing here?’

‘Maybe it was because his appearance was so unexpected.’

Both Dayoung and I just stared at him, blinking in confusion.

Warden scratched his cheek, looking visibly embarrassed.

I’d always thought of him as a calm and composed guy with an unshakable poker face.

Seeing this side of him was surprising.

“And the person next to you…?”

“Nice to meet you. I’m Han Minseok, the general manager of STK.”

‘Oh, I’ve seen him before—on World Tree Wiki. At least, in lore I have.’

It was kind of hilarious that my only knowledge of this man came from an online database.

‘But what could I do?’

I was just a streamer—a gamer who spent all his time locked in his room, broadcasting gameplay.

It’s natural for popular figures to be remembered like fictional characters in a setting.

Still, while it wasn’t surprising for a team leader to show up, seeing the general manager of the entire gaming organization in person was definitely unexpected.

Rather than feeling nervous, I was more intrigued by the sheer unfamiliarity of the situation.

A team leader, a general manager, and their franchise star player.

‘What are these people even doing?’

At this point, my curiosity alone made me want to get to the bottom of this.

The whole thing was so ridiculous—seeing these kinds of figures gathered just to recruit me—that I couldn’t help but find it amusing.

It was certainly an unusual sight, something I wouldn’t normally witness.

Maybe because their appearance was just that out of nowhere, the atmosphere fell into an awkward silence, with all of us just standing around in a daze.

***

“Ahem, ahem! So, Team Leader Hong, General Manager, and I….”

Warden stepped in to organize the situation.

And what he said next was utterly shocking.

“We’re members of Friede’s fan café. You could say we’re the Four Heavenly Kings of the community.”

‘…What the fuck?’

Friede.

My introduction to her had been as ordinary as anyone else’s.

A solo queue warrior who pulled off incredible plays using a broken greatsword.

Her face was hidden behind a helmet, but that wasn’t an issue.

It didn’t take long before I was completely captivated by her curvaceous figure, her remarkable skills, and her unforgettable voice.

At some point, I found myself secretly browsing her fan café.

She hadn’t been streaming for long, but with her talent, there was no doubt she would attract attention.

That’s when I found it.

“Friede Love Club?”

A community managed by someone named Pepe.

At first, I was skeptical—such an exclusive, closed-off group seemed like some kind of scam.

But as I stuck around, I realized the content that Pepe released based on membership ranks was undeniably the real deal.

My secret devotion to Friede, hidden even from my teammates, eventually earned me the title of sub-manager.

Originally, there weren’t even four of us.

But I was shocked when I discovered that one of the sub-managers was none other than the general manager of STK himself.

‘Had I not accidentally caught him listening to Friede My Love Call ver.1.0 Beta—a fan-made audio track distributed in our community—this strange alliance might never have formed.’

That’s when we started sharing our hidden admiration for Friede.

After finding like-minded comrades, we brought the marketing team leader into the fan café, and eventually, our little group became known as the Four Heavenly Kings.

I might have been the first STK player to take an interest in Friede.

Of course, I never showed it on the surface, which is probably why everyone assumed Lotus was the one most interested in her.

But that never really mattered to me.

I just wanted to be on the same team as her.

And if that wasn’t possible, then at least I wanted to establish a connection through STK’s content creation team.

The long wait to get close to her.

The patience I endured for this moment.

After this tournament, I knew—the time had finally come.

All the composure I had maintained until now, all my efforts, had been for this one purpose: to recruit Friede.

***

“…And that’s how we came to know about Friede.”

After finishing his explanation, Warden—Chan Hyuk—took a deep breath.

He had laid everything bare, believing that complete honesty was the key to winning her over.

This was an all-or-nothing gamble, a desperate bid to gain her trust.

“So, you’re saying you all got to know each other through my fan café, which is run by that Pepe guy?”

“That’s right.”

“Hmm, I see. Pepe…”

Friede nodded with a neutral expression, seemingly unfazed by Warden’s confession.

I had no idea why that female streamer next to her—who I vaguely remembered as Forming—was turning red with embarrassment, but that wasn’t the important part right now.

“Friede, would you consider creating gaming content with us at STK? Both the general manager and I, as well as the entire team, are prepared to offer you our full support. I’m certain your streaming activities would become even more comfortable….”


“No. I’m not joining.”

“…Huh?”

Cutting him off mid-sentence, her blunt rejection was enough to crush all their hopes in an instant.

A cold wind swept between them.



 
  Chapter 130: Destroyed like a Dog


There was no need for me to willingly put on a leash, no matter how good the conditions were. 

To be honest, the offer felt so random that I couldn’t help but think, Seriously?

More than anything, I had my own cause—gathering warriors. 

It wasn’t something I pursued with desperate resolve, risking my life. 

Rather, it had become a fate assigned to me, a game, a goal—something to do in a life that had nothing left.

‘Maybe they saw me as just a successful gaming streamer, which is why they made such an offer.’ 

‘But what could I do? There was no reason for me to belong to any organization and willingly shackle myself.’

‘The only thing restraining me was the choker around my neck. Oh, and high heels.’

So, my answer could only be this.

“No. I’m not doing it.”

The words came out too quickly, and for a moment, I felt like an awkward, chilling wind was swirling around us. 

But what was I supposed to do? Even if they offered me the entire STK team, it would hold no merit for me. 

Recruitment or negotiation—both required some give-and-take, a compromise where both sides could gain something. 

But we were just drawing parallel lines that would never intersect. 

The premise itself was impossible.

“Friede, why…?”

“I just don’t want to belong anywhere. I have personal matters to take care of. And I’m not in such a desperate situation that I need to join a gaming team. Let’s drop this conversation here.”

I cut them off mid-sentence to make my rejection clear.

Regardless of whether they were the team leader or the captain, at least Warden had left a good impression. 

As Eunha said, she had strong professional discipline and exceptional skills. 

That’s probably why I didn’t walk away the moment he mentioned the ridiculous title of “one of the Four Heavenly Kings of the Friede Fan Club.”

“This seems to be the end of it. I have no intention of revealing this conversation to anyone, so you don’t have to worry. I enjoyed the event. Send my regards to Eunha.”

With a slight nod, I turned and spoke to Dayoung and Ajin.

“What are you two doing? Come on, let’s go.”

“G-Go, go together.”

With my heightened senses, I could feel three pairs of eyes prickling at my back. 

The restless team leader, the sighing captain, and Warden, who simply watched me in silence.

‘What could I say?’

“…It’s unsettling.”

“Huh? What did you say?”

“Nothing. Never mind.”

It wasn’t outright hostility, nor was I completely ignoring them, but it was a delicate tension that kept poking at me. 

The event match had been enjoyable, yet the way it ended left a bitter taste. 

Somehow, I found myself clicking my tongue at the unpleasant aftertaste.

But I still had things to do, so I swallowed the feeling and picked up my pace.

***

“I’m sorry. I should’ve taken more time, but I let my fan spirit get ahead of me…”

“No, Manager Hong, this isn’t your fault. It was a mistake to rush things just because Manager Pepe said now was the perfect time to recruit Friede. Anyway, no need to feel down about failing to recruit her. Just keep building a good relationship. Let’s try to establish a connection through Lotus. Even if it’s just through events or anything that keeps her involved with us without interference from other teams, that’s a win.”

Leaving behind the dejected team leader and the captain trying to reassure him, Warden swallowed the sigh that had risen to his throat. 

It felt like choking down bitter bile—painful and frustrating.

All he could do was stand there, watching the golden-haired woman, Friede, walk away confidently. 

And he hated how small that made him feel.

He had always been praised as a top star player, and he took pride in being worthy of that reputation. 

That made this failure hit even harder.

That realization crushed him—Nothing I had to offer meant anything to her.

More than anything…

‘We rushed it.’

This was our first real interaction, and somehow, I had convinced myself there wouldn’t be another chance. 

That impatience had led to a mistake.

‘Had I stayed calm, would things have gone differently?’

The desperation that had driven me turned into a crushing sense of regret and emptiness.

In the end, the one who suffered the most thorough defeat in this event match was none other than me.

So all I could do was stand there and watch Friede’s back disappear down the hallway.

***

“Um… Unni, are you okay?”

The stifling atmosphere made it hard to breathe, and Ajin hesitantly spoke, hoping to ease the tension for her cherished older sister.

“I’m fine. Honestly, I’m not even mad at them.”

“Ugh!”

The one who reacted violently to that response was Dayoung, who had been sitting behind them.

Oh. Right. Pepe, the manager.

‘If it were just a coincidence that the nickname matched, they could’ve brushed it off.’

‘But the context made it undeniable—that Pepe was the culprit.’

She had been quiet for a while, so I thought things had settled down. 

But to think she’d actually created a shady fan café about Unni.

Even after dealing with Pepe’s antics so many times, Dayoung still found herself completely dumbfounded.

“Unni, I’m sorry. I should have managed this better.”

Ah. She apologized again.

I really wished things like this wouldn’t keep happening. 

I should have taken decisive action sooner…

A whirlwind of thoughts spun in my head, but it was too late for regrets.

Right now… it just hurt.

“You don’t have to be sorry, Dayoung. Hmm… yeah. Pepe isn’t a helpless baby. You’re her colleague and friend, not her babysitter. You’re not responsible for her actions, so don’t apologize. I really am fine.”

“Really? You’re not just saying that, right?”

Of course not.

At the very least, Unni had always been on my side. 

She had always been on our warriors’ side.

So I believed her.

But… even if she wasn’t sure she had the right to feel guilty over this, Dayoung knew she couldn’t just stand by any longer.

No matter how much Unni said she was fine, this incident was the final straw. 

Dayoung made up her mind—she would settle things with Pepe once and for all.

Just then, she heard her sister’s voice calling her.

“Dayoung.”

“Hm?”

“Let’s go to your place for a bit.”

She didn’t bother asking why. 

There was no need for such a foolish question when she already knew exactly what Unni meant.

Yeah. This was actually perfect.

Maybe, with Unni by her side, they could finally put an end to this.

“Okay. Please.”

“Leave it to me.”

“W-Wait, what? What are you two scheming now?”

As Ajin fumbled, unable to keep up with the flow of the conversation, the luxurious Rolls-Royce Sweptail, worth a staggering 16 billion won, picked up speed amidst the rush hour traffic. 

It was an absolute menace on the road.

***

“Heh. By now, Bitch Sehee must have gotten STK’s streamer offer.”

Flapping his wings, Pepe twisted his body in excitement, convinced that everything was going according to plan.

From his perspective, the STK gaming team was a prime target. 

It had already cemented its status as the most prestigious esports organization, reigning at the top of the industry.

The lineage of legendary players it had produced—StellarCraft, Legend Battle, Soul Warfare—was undeniable. 

Even after retirement, many remained as affiliated streamers, making STK a land of milk and honey, a fully cultivated paradise overflowing with riches.

Trying to build Warrior Company from scratch? That was just slamming one’s head against a brick wall. 

Sure, he knew Ji sehee was wealthy, but in this world, even massive fortunes could vanish in an instant without proper investment and management.

A safer, proven foundation would be a much better backer for Sehee’s plans.

More than anything, Pepe had high hopes that this move would propel Dayoung to new heights.

Yes, all of this was part of Pepe’s grand scheme for her Dayoung-gay.

He could already picture it—Dayoung soaring to endless success with Friede and STK as her twin wings.

“A comeback story for a washed-up streamer? Hell yeah.”

A sinister glint flickered in his eyes.

Bitch Sehee, Dayoung-gay, Ajin-gay, Yuri-gay… and all the countless warriors still scattered across the world.

She envisioned Warrior Channel, the ultimate space of influence, a showtime arena that would control the entire scene.

A grand stage where she herself would make her dazzling debut.

The rise of Pepe—the internet’s newest megastar, leading an army of devoted fans.

“Of course, my username has to be Pepe-zwa, no doubt about it.”

Once the warriors all reached the top, he would rise along with them, making his comet-like debut as a super streamer with millions of live viewers.

Drunk on this sweet fantasy, Pepe was suddenly pulled back to reality by the sound of a car pulling up outside his house.

‘Huh?’

‘Dayoung-gay didn’t own a car.’

Tilting his head in confusion, he moved toward the window—only to feel a sudden chill race down his spine.

It was such an intense mental shock that his wing muscles spasmed, almost cramping up.

Not wanting to suffer the embarrassment of crashing to the floor, he forced himself to stay airborne, managing a shaky landing before sighing in relief.

“Whew… barely made it.”

For a moment, he had almost become Lucifer falling from the heavens.

Muttering to himself, he grumbled, “Damn it, it’s not like the Demon King just walked in or something…”

The suffocating pressure he had felt when facing a true Demon King before—no, this was even worse.

He wouldn’t have gone into full panic mode just from a hallucination.

It was too overwhelming to dismiss as mere paranoia.

At first, he questioned it, but soon, he decided to erase the thought from his mind.

He’d been drowning in work lately, buried under a packed schedule.

He was just exhausted. 

That had to be it.

Shrugging it off, Pepe readied himself to lift off again.

But then—

Beep!

The sound of a door unlocking echoed from the entrance below.

His eyes widened.

‘Wait. Was that… Dayoung-gay?’

He hadn’t received any messages.

Frowning in confusion, he started toward the living room.

But before he could even reach Dayoung’s room—

“Pepe.”

A voice, chillingly cold, rang out.

At the same moment, a golden light flashed before his eyes.

A firm yet inescapable grip seized him, holding him completely still.


And there, standing before him with a frostbitten smile, was Ji sehee.

“Repeat after me: I am dead today.”

“…Huh?”

‘Why was she wearing warrior’s armor?’



 
  Chapter 131: Dazzling ending?


“Gl?”

It felt like someone had just grabbed me. 

Pepe blinked rapidly and looked around.

Dayoung’s room, just like always. 

The bright lighting stung slightly, making Pepe squint. 

A strange foreign sensation sat lodged halfway up their throat, filling them with a subtle discomfort that was impossible to shake.

‘What was I doing here? Why do I feel like this?’

As Pepe struggled to recall, a voice cut through their thoughts.

“Pepe, what are you doing?”

Dayoung hurried into the room, urging them along.

“W-what do you mean, Dayoung-gay?”

“Are you seriously out of it? We need to get ready for the stream. We’re doing a collab today, remember? You, me, and Unnie.”

“Huh? Huhhh? Me?”

‘A collab with Bitch Sehee and Dayoung-gay? That means…’

“I’m the one streaming?”

“Of course, you’re the one streaming. Who else would it be? You signed the contract as an STK streamer, remember?”

Dayoung spoke as if stating the obvious, and Pepe instinctively agreed.

‘Yeah, that’s right. I’m definitely STK streamer Pepe. But… how is someone like me even streaming?’

The fragmented pieces of memory refused to fit together no matter how hard Pepe tried. 

Instead, a sharp headache pulsed through their skull, and a piercing ringing in their ears made their whole body ache.

“Ugh! My head!”

Clutching their head, Pepe squeezed their eyes shut to endure the pain. 

Watching them struggle, Dayoung’s eyes widened in alarm, and she quickly shook Pepe by the shoulders.

“Hey, are you okay? Damn it, why are you acting like this before the stream?”

“I-I’m fine, Dayoung-gay.”

Maybe it was thanks to Dayoung shaking them. 

The headache and ringing that had tormented Pepe just moments ago disappeared like magic.

It was as if everything they’d just felt had been an illusion, like waking from a hypnotic dream into reality.

Pepe, still dazed, stared blankly into the air.

Their entire body screamed that something was wrong.

‘But what exactly is wrong?’

Pepe looked around again. Dayoung’s room, just like always.

A computer turned on.

A virtual reality device that looked like it had been developed specifically for them.

Merchandise photos hanging on the wall—pictures of Bitch Sehee, the STK gaming team, and Dayoung-gay together.

Everything seemed normal, yet it all felt disturbingly out of place.

It was as if they’d caught a glimpse of some forbidden truth about this space, this situation, this world—an unsettling mix of fear and a thrilling anticipation tangled within them.

***

“Dayoung-gay….”

“Hm? Why? Is your head hurting again?”

“No, it’s not that… just… how exactly do I stream?”

Without realizing it, Pepe asked the question in an absentminded voice.

And the moment they heard their own words, an eerie chill ran down their spine.

Dayoung let out an exasperated sigh at Pepe’s dazed expression, as if they were asking something ridiculously obvious.

“You were the one who made such a fuss about debuting as a streamer before. Don’t you remember? The gate that opened in Seoul—monsters started pouring out, and Unnie and the rest of us teamed up to stop them.”

“Oh, so that’s….”

“Seriously, did you hit your head or something? That was when your identity as a hero got exposed, and now you’re streaming because of it. You were begging to sign with STK—what’s with you today?”

‘Oh… is that how it was?’

Dayoung’s words sounded so natural that Pepe scratched the back of their head in embarrassment.

As they listened, the mosaic of their fragmented memories slowly began piecing itself back together.

“Yeah, that’s right.” 

A gate had opened in Gwanak, and everything was chaos. 

Bitch Sehee, Dayoung-gay, Ajin-gay, and Yuri-gay had sealed away the hero’s power and made a new contract with this star… And with that, we broke the curse and fully unlocked the hero’s strength.

Then, together, we defeated the monsters.

It had been tough—especially when a new Demon King appeared later. 

But in the end, even they couldn’t stand against the united strength of our hero party.

That’s how my identity as a hero was revealed, and suddenly, I was in the spotlight.

At Gwanak, after the gate had closed, there was a grand parade celebrating the arrival of a new superhuman hero. 

The feeling was incredible—totally euphoric.

Bitch Sehee, who had just been a regular streamer, and Dayoung-gay, Ajin-gay, and Yuri-gay, who were just an editor and high school girls before—suddenly, we were all famous.

Flashes of memory played vividly in Pepe’s mind.

I was revealed to the world as the hero party’s mascot.

I filmed tons of commercials.

We went on a world tour.

We even brought peace to conflict zones and were praised as messengers of peace.

And after successfully unifying North and South Korea, I was hailed as a national hero.

Now, with a top-tier exclusive contract from STK, I was spending my days streaming.

That’s right. 

That’s everything that’s happened.

As the memories settled into place, Pepe’s mind felt clear. 

It was like a fog had lifted, allowing the bright morning sun to shine through.

“Guess I was just zoning out.”

A chuckle escaped their lips, a natural smile forming.

***

“Alright, let’s start the stream. We’re doing a face-cam stream first, so the lighting is good. Pepe, you ready?”

At Dayoung’s prompting, Pepe hurriedly floated over and took a seat in front of the monitor.

Dayoung glanced at them briefly, as if checking if they were really okay, then, seemingly satisfied, clicked the “Start Stream” button.

Bright lighting. 

The stream displayed on the sub-monitor. And then…

[Peha!]

[Our Forming is here too?]

[Wait, where’s Friede?]

[She’s not coming today. She went to the U.S. ^^]

[Pepe-gay… are you going with the nationalist boomer concept again today?]

[Our one and only icon of conservatism, Pepe ᄃᄃᄃ]

[You’ll be at Tapgol Park soon at this rate.]

A flood of viewers rushed in right from the start.

Suddenly, Pepe felt their chest tighten with emotion, their eyes growing warm. 

They had been streaming all this time, so why were they getting like this now? 

‘No, no, this wouldn’t do. A streamer shouldn’t be getting all teary-eyed.’

Pepe grabbed the neatly folded fabric beside them and spread it wide.

—Flap!

A Taegeukgi, the flag of South Korea, delicately designed with the Taegeuk and trigrams on a white background. 

Draping it over their shoulders like a cape, Pepe turned to the camera and shouted:

“YEAH~!”

[YEAH~]

[00~]

[YEAH!]

[YEAH]

[This guy’s insane! You’re all insane!]

“This is Pepe’s absolute peak-tier stream, starting now!”

Dayoung watched in exasperation before letting out a helpless laugh. 

Meanwhile, Pepe, waving the makeshift cape again, couldn’t help but smile with pure joy.

‘Dayoung-gay… are you happy?’

As for me…

‘I’m happy.’

Even though the bright lighting shone down at the center of the room, it created the strange illusion that everything around it was drying up.

Moving their fingers fluidly through the air, Pepe manipulated dazzling beams of light, scattering them like sharp, brilliant sparks. 

The intricate, almost grotesquely delicate strands of light connected to the head of a green frog, twitching and shifting in response to Pepe’s every move.

It was a task requiring even more concentration than playing a game. 

Just as they were fully focused—

“Huh?”

Dayoung’s sudden gasp broke Pepe’s concentration. 

Their perfectly moving fingers stopped for a moment. 

It wasn’t an accident—rather, it was safer to take a brief pause than to force the process while their focus was disrupted.

‘But what had startled her?’

Pepe lifted their gaze, meeting Dayoung’s, but she awkwardly averted her eyes, clearly flustered.

“What’s wrong?”

“Oh, sorry. I was just really surprised. But look at this.”

Dayoung, acting as an assistant, pointed under the table with a bewildered expression.

Pepe followed her gaze to where the light was focused—beneath it, lying unconscious and bound, was a winged green frog.

It was Pepe.

The countless strands of light Pepe had woven were part of a procedure to reshape consciousness and thought. 

The magic-infused strands infiltrated the nerves and brain, purging anything impure.

It was a process they had deemed too dangerous to leave unattended, something Pepe and Dayoung had mutually agreed upon. 

The reason Pepe had donned the hero’s armor was to ensure swift and precise execution without complications.

‘If a demon saw this, they’d probably mock them for being no different from their own kind.’

‘But what choice did they have?’

Left unchecked, things would spiral into disaster.

“Unnie… this bastard is smiling.”

At Dayoung’s remark, Pepe instinctively turned back to look.

The bound Pepe was smiling—softly, peacefully, with an expression far too innocent to be associated with their usual self.

‘What kind of dream is making them smile like that?’

‘Is there really something to smile about?’

For a second, Pepe considered taking a peek into their dreams but quickly dismissed the idea. 

There was no need to go through unnecessary trouble, and honestly, whatever they saw probably wouldn’t be pleasant.

Shrugging, Pepe replied indifferently, “Leave them be. They must be having a good dream.”

Well, once the procedure was complete, they’d be reborn.

Hopefully, they’d stop causing trouble for Dayoung. 

Stop acting like a troll and making a mess of everything.

Taking a deep breath, Pepe refocused and resumed the process.


—Ziiing!

With a sharp hum, the strands of light twisted deeper into Pepe’s brain, purging the corrupted energy even more intensely.

At a glance, their once-soft smile seemed to contort into something more twisted, grotesque, almost unnatural.

In the eerie silence of Dayoung’s living room, only the faint, rhythmic sound of the purification process echoed.



 
  Chapter 132: Malfunction


[Friede’s Vlog is Up!]
Author: yaSergei

—”This is the vlog from the day of the event. Both the edited and full versions are uploaded. The editor of this channel is really good at their job. But more than that… what is up with Friede’s house? I knew she was well-off from her cam streams, but this is on another level.”

[LAmpadu: Damn, what kind of house does Friede have?]

[Loo: Isn’t the streamer based in Seoul? Turns out she’s filthy rich. ㄷㄷㄷ]

[Sesutyeya: The actual living space alone looks like it’s over 200 pyeong. That’s insane.]

[MidrWhoEatsSisters: And how would you know? Are your eyes a computer?]

[Loo: LOL]

[KimKkaettulakku: I get who the editor and Forming are, but who’s that? A younger sister?]

[Ilgwangsogeom: Judging by Friede’s real-life appearance, I don’t think they’re blood-related.]

[Streamer, You Son of a—!!!!]
Author: MidrWhoEatsSisters

—”So, the one driving the Rolls-Royce that day was you, huh?”

(A famous meme of Friede’s car)

“I nearly died trying to avoid you in the parking lot, you bastard.”

[JikGarterBelt: What kind of car is it, you damn nerd?]

[MidrWhoEatsSisters: A luxury car worth at least 15 billion won.]

[??: Even if the accident is 1% your fault, you’d still go bankrupt.]

[JikGarterBelt: Holy crap, my head is spinning. LOL]

[Ilgwangsogeom: Wasn’t the Rolls-Royce Sweptail a one-of-a-kind limited edition?]

[Loo: No idea.]

[hope5555: I know someone who’s deep into this stuff, and apparently, they rushed to make one more this year. Take it or leave it. If you argue, you’re wrong.]

[TheMinator: What kind of bullshit is this? LOL]

[Sensei is Absolutely Gorgeous]
Author: ??

—”If someone in this world were to end up with Sensei, they must have been a hero who saved the world in their past life.”

[JikGarterBelt: A hero-level achievement, indeed.]

[MidrWhoEatsSisters: I saw her in person at the event, but watching the vlog really reinforces it. Friede is legendary. She’s a god.]

[Ilgwangsogeom: Honestly, if I could marry Friede, I’d be the happiest man alive.]

[hope5555: Based on pure love alone, we’d have twenty kids built like sumo wrestlers.]

[LAmpadu: Sunae means “give birth” purely!]

[Ilgwangsogeom: Ungiiii!]

[Something Feels… Off]
Author: KimKkaettulakku

—”I already knew Friede was good-looking, but after watching the vlog, it’s clear she’s not just rich—she’s insanely rich. If she can openly drive a car like that, her wealth is just on another level compared to mine. It kinda makes me feel distant from her. I don’t know… just feels weird. Ugh.” -_-.

[??: So what? Do you wish Friede was poor?]

[??: “Poor Friede”—now that’s a rare sight. @@]

[JikGarterBelt: I mean, it’s not like Friede ever flaunted her wealth. But yeah, there were signs.]

[??: True. Even her Microsoft room setup alone cost millions of won.]

[Ilgwangsogeom: Custom avatars in VR cost a ton too. LOL]

[hope5555: I had a feeling when I saw her streaming setup in the background. Seeing it in full just confirms it.]

[TheMinator: Did that clear up your thoughts?]

[RedLotus: Our queen is so generous. Follow her, my disciples.]

[LyaSergei: I believe… Praise Friede…]

[RedLotus: Sir, please step into my office.]

[Friede, Forming, and the Editor Seem Really Close]
Author: oo

—”Watching the vlog from start to finish, I couldn’t help but notice—these three are really close. If you didn’t know any better, you’d think it was just a trip between best friends. It makes sense for the editor to be there since Friede hired them for the event. But based on their conversations, both in and outside the car, they seem personally connected too.”

[JikGarterBelt: So what’s your point?]

[Loo: Just a streamer obsessed with bovim.]

[Ilgwangsogeom: Even RedLotus is fangirling—it checks out. LOL]

[TikkeulMoaPasan: Look, newbie. This is what we call narrative coherence.]

[LAmpadu: Makes sense. With a face like Friede’s, who wouldn’t want to get close to her? Plus, it’s not like she’s a jerk or anything.]

[hope5555: She has the looks, the personality, and a gold spoon. Anyone would want to be her friend.]

[yaSergei: Friede and Forming got closer after that incident with the cheater, but I didn’t expect even the editor to become this tight with them.]

***

Ajin nodded in satisfaction as she skimmed through the community reactions.

As both an editor and a manager, her job didn’t end with just uploading the edited footage. 

She had to monitor responses to prevent any backlash from developing.

So far, everything seemed fine. 

There were a few things that were slightly annoying, but… it was manageable.

‘My sister is kind and generous, after all.’

It had only been two hours since the upload, but the view count was skyrocketing in real-time.

As expected, a vlog showcasing personal life had a much stronger impact than a regular gaming stream.

Friede—Sehee unnie—had brushed it off, saying she didn’t find it particularly interesting and that even a half-assed edit would be fine.

But where else could you find content this good?

Ajin knew that her sister tended to underestimate the appeal of her own streams.

Or maybe… she simply didn’t care about the numbers because she already had everything.

“Ogo-gok!”

Out of nowhere, a yawn escaped, and Ajin stretched her arms as far as they could go.

Maybe it was because she had been working non-stop to edit the vlog. 

After all, she had thrown herself into the task as soon as they returned from the event, without even taking a break to sleep.

‘Still, this is nice.’

Ajin’s expression grew even lazier as she looked around in satisfaction.

She wasn’t in her old room, struggling through endless editing sessions. 

No, she was in Sehee unnie’s house, where she had everything she could possibly need.

Here, she could use a bit of a hero’s power, so whenever she got too exhausted, she summoned a clone to take over the editing. 

Thanks to that, she had been able to upload the video quickly.

With her non-stop focus and effort, the video had turned out pretty decent for something made on the spot using her sister’s computer. 

It wasn’t perfect, but the hero’s power coursing through her body boosted her stamina and abilities, making her feel great.

Even her usual speech patterns had returned to normal while staying in this house. 

And on top of that, there was another major benefit. 

And that was…

“Great work!”

Yes! Exactly this!

Turning her head with eager anticipation, she saw Yuri entering the room, carrying a tray of snacks.

The sweet, nutty aroma immediately filled the air, making Ajin’s entire body tremble with happiness.

“Oh, thanks! Cookies!”

“Yeah, I found some good nuts and thought I’d make some. They should be sweet and nutty—just your taste.”

“A warrior who takes cooking seriously! You’re the best!”

Having delicious meals and snacks readily available at work was pure happiness.

Especially now, when she was utterly drained, these sweet treats were exactly what she needed to recharge.

As soon as she took a bite of Yuri’s cookie, the sweetness exploded on her tongue, making her lips curl into a smile.

Ah… I can’t take it anymore. 

I need to move into unnie’s house ASAP.

Imagine getting food like this every single day.

Living with someone who’s good at cooking is the key to happiness.

“Is this Sehee’s stream?”

“Yeah, it’s the vlog from yesterday.”

“Wow, look at those views.”

Yuri, seemingly intrigued, stared at the real-time view count graph and let out a whistle.

Ajin couldn’t help but puff up with pride. 

After all, she was both the editor and a fellow hero helping run this channel.

Well, yeah. Friede’s channel was practically a major corporation at this point.

It had already grown so explosively that even if it had gone through some rough patches, it wouldn’t have been surprising.

“Sehee isn’t back yet… Think something happened?”

“Come on, who in the world could do anything to Sehee unnie? She just went to Da-young’s house—no big deal.”

That dumb frog must’ve caused some trouble again.

She had overheard something about a fan café, but it didn’t seem vlog-worthy.

Since she had kept a bit of distance, she didn’t know all the details, so it wasn’t her place to butt in.

‘Unnie looked determined when she left.’

Honestly, if you’ve chased someone all the way to this world, wouldn’t it make sense to just stay quiet?

Instead, she had been sent to stay at Sehee’s house with Yuri while Sehee and Da-young went off somewhere.

Their expressions had seemed… a little intense.

“Eh, they’ll handle it.”

There was no need to stress over it. 

If it was something unnie couldn’t handle, then it would be time to worry.

And then—

Beep beep!

“Unnie’s back!”

“Oh, let’s go!”

The sound of the front door opening echoed through the vast house.

Ajin and Yuri immediately dashed toward the entrance.

This place was so huge that if they didn’t run, they wouldn’t make it in time to greet her properly.

As the door opened, Sehee stepped in, looking slightly exhausted.

“Welcome back.”

“Welcome home!”

“Yeah, I’m back.”

Ah, perfect. A classic tadaima and okaeri moment.

She didn’t know what had worn unnie out, but two loving younger sisters greeting their tired sibling? 

What an amazing dynamic.

The scene was so perfect that Ajin found herself breathing a little heavier in excitement.

But the moment didn’t last long.

Because right behind Sehee, Da-young walked in, also looking exhausted.

And following them—

A green frog.

And… Pepe.

But something about Pepe was off.

“Wait, what’s with his eyes?”

Gone were the usual shady, shifty eyes full of suspicion.

Instead, they sparkled like gems, filled with an oddly bright and cheerful energy.

Ajin, caught off guard, turned to Da-young, but she just shook her head and walked inside without a word.


‘What the hell happened?’

As Ajin and Yuri exchanged confused glances, Pepe beamed and greeted them.

“Hello, Ajin Gay! Yuri Gay! Pepe is here too! Quack quack!”

…He was seriously broken.



 
  Chapter 133: Reorganization


Until just before the event, my condition had been fairly decent, but thanks to Pepe’s antics, I was now completely exhausted.

At this point, I felt a strong urge to just drop everything and take a shower as soon as possible. 

However, this wasn’t a situation where I could simply act on impulse. 

Since everyone was gathered here, we needed to sort out the incident first.

“You fixed them, and they’re still acting like that?”

“Unbelievable…”

After explaining the whole situation, Ajin and Yuri’s eyes wavered with confusion. 

Seeing that made my heart ache a little, but what could I do? Pepe’s personality was too unpredictable, and if we left things alone, they would definitely cause a major incident sooner or later. 

That’s why I went through with it after discussing it with Dayoung.

The cause, of course, was the fan café incident.

“I mean… I can’t say it’s unreasonable. If someone made something like that using my voice and spread it online, I’d be furious too.”

At first, Yuri had been concerned that our actions were too harsh, but after hearing about Pepe’s misdeeds, she quickly changed her stance.

A ridiculous audio recording titled “Friede, My Love Call.” I never expected my voice to be manipulated like that. 

The café was immediately shut down, and all its data was erased. 

Fortunately, that so-called love call had only been shared among the so-called Four Heavenly Kings—an absolutely humiliating title. 

At least it hadn’t been recklessly spread to the general public.

I made sure to warn them strictly about deleting and refraining from distributing the file. 

And, just in case, I reinforced my message with a bit of a hero’s power. 

With that in place, they wouldn’t dare try anything stupid.

After wrapping things up, I knocked Pepe unconscious and proceeded with the procedure. 

That’s when the real problem arose.

The procedure performed on Pepe was a clan-wide format operation—a rollback that reset all mental processes to a specific branching point. 

Originally, I considered wiping their memory completely, but given that they had fought alongside us as a member of the Hero’s party, helping defeat the Demon King with Dayoung, I deemed it too cruel and decided against it.

Instead of erasing memories, I opted to reset their existing values—a difficult task, even for me as a hero. 

The mind, especially that of an intelligent being, is exceptionally delicate and intricate. 

It required meticulous effort, like stitching a piece of fine embroidery.

In terms of execution, the procedure was successful. 

I flawlessly reset everything in Pepe’s mind that had been negatively influenced by modern times. 

In other words, Pepe had been returned to the mindset they had back when they and Dayoung fought against the Demon King.

And yet… even after all that, their way of speaking didn’t change.

“What they said when they woke up was something else.”

With a resigned, dead-eyed expression, Dayoung let out a deep sigh.

Yeah. It was pretty ridiculous.

“Where am I? Dayoung gay-nim.”

Despite the sparkle in their eyes, the words that came out of their mouth were utterly bizarre.

“I find it truly fascinating. Even though Bitch Sehee went through all that effort to fix my mind, this speech pattern refuses to leave my tongue. Perhaps it’s because it carries something so nostalgic… so sorrowful… something that deeply resonates with the soul.”

Pepe, who had been quietly listening, spoke with teary eyes.

“…Yeah, no. That’s definitely not it. If it were, that would mean their way of speaking had been engraved so deeply into their soul that even my procedure couldn’t erase it.”

“Well, at least they promised not to do anything weird. That should be enough, right?”

“Ha, I guess so?”

At Dayoung’s half-hearted confirmation, Pepe spoke up enthusiastically.

“That’s right! Hero gay-nims! I, Pepe, will no longer be an ultra-nationalist conservative like before! These days, the true coin is the nationalist hero!”

“What are you even saying?”

Honestly, if things were to get any worse than this, just erasing Pepe entirely and moving on without them would be the easier option. 

But no matter how bizarre they were, I didn’t want it to come to that. I had done everything I could.

Regardless of their speech pattern, at least Pepe’s thought process was no longer corrupted by ideological nonsense. 

Plus, while I had left things relatively free, I had put in place enough restraints to ensure they wouldn’t pull off any weird stunts—like creating another fan café or pretending to be a sponsor just to set up some absurd missions.

In conclusion, that was that. 

Time to move on.

Even heroes sometimes need to run away from exhausting situations.

I changed my post-recovery plan from shower and rest to drinking.

There was plenty of wine and other drinks gathering dust at home, so I figured it’d be a good idea for everyone to have a drink together.

Ah, but Yuri was a minor, so she’d have to stick to soft drinks.

“Oh, there are ingredients in the fridge. Just wait a moment, I’ll prepare some snacks.”

“We can just eat some chips… You’ve already had a tough time looking after the house alone.”

“It’s fine! I actually enjoy cooking these days… Leave it to me.”

With a gentle, serene smile, Yuri trotted off to the kitchen.

Our gazes naturally followed her retreating figure.

Neither I nor Dayoung nor Ajin could ever hope to exude that kind of perfect homemaker aura. 

Whoever ended up with Yuri in the future was going to be one lucky guy.

“She’s nothing like kids these days.”

“You sound like an old lady when you say that.”

“Call it mature instead.”

“Pfft!”

Dayoung stuck out her tongue teasingly. 

A reaction like that was best met with a simple smile.

Anyway, with Pepe’s matter settled, I decided to change the topic.

“By the way, I saw you already uploaded the video. You feeling okay?”

“Yeah, no problem. Staying in this house lets me recover my strength thanks to your buff, so I can manage.”

“More importantly, how the hell do you edit so fast? Do you have some kind of trick? If you do, share it with me—I need it.”

“I am using a trick.”

At Ajin’s words, she snapped her fingers, and behind her, another Ajin appeared—Ajin Mk2.

“I just use my clones to work around the clock. All I have to do is check the final edits.”

Ah, that makes sense.

She had so little presence, I completely forgot about them.

I had never learned video editing, so I didn’t know the details, but from what I had heard, it was considered a high-level skill. 

Apparently, some people spent days on a single video. 

That made sense—’wouldn’t that be the case for everyone?’

“If a task that normally took several days was completed in less than 24 hours and split into three beautifully edited vlogs, anyone would be shocked.”

“Wow, that’s so unfair. This is like an invasive species completely wrecking the ecosystem.”

“I-Invasive species?! That’s way too harsh!”

“Harsh? Tell me, how many of these clones can you normally summon?”

“…Ugh!”

Like someone hit at their weakest spot, Ajin shrank back timidly, glancing around before mumbling as if trying to let it slip past us unnoticed.

“…A hundred.”

“A hundred?”

“I-I can make at least a thousand!”

“Wow! Ajin gay-nim, you’re just like a real hero! A one-person army!”

Hearing Pepe’s usual exaggerated admiration, I found myself nodding unconsciously.

“Right now, I can’t use my full power, so I can only manage a few, but editing doesn’t require anything too grand. Since I got here, I’ve just been working non-stop to get things done quickly.”

Ajin spoke while fidgeting with her fingers, looking a little embarrassed.

Still, it was an interesting trade secret—being able to use a hero’s power like this when sealed. 

If her abilities weren’t restrained, and if I hadn’t secured my own resources beforehand, she might have been living better than any other hero who had returned to this world. 

‘Was this what they called theoretically overpowered?’

“Wait, weren’t you supposed to be a psychic? Isn’t cloning more of a ninja thing?”

“T-That’s just a stereotype!”

Fair point. 

Now that I thought about it, her main ability was supposed to be that of a psyker. 

‘Since when did psykers start using shadow clones? If she had enough computers, manipulating recommendation algorithms would be ridiculously easy…’

‘Wait. Computers?’

“Ajin, how many clones can you currently use here? Specifically, for labor-intensive tasks like editing.”

“Uh… hmm. The longer I stay here, the more I can create, but right now, I’d say about ten.”

“Really?”

I started putting a few ideas together in my head.

A mass production of videos, all edited by Ajin.

Just like how I had donated to Dayoung’s stream before, if Ajin created a ton of videos and I infused them with my power, wouldn’t it make it easier for another hero out there to pick up on our presence?

It wouldn’t have to be just my stream. 

‘If we gathered videos from multiple streamers and edited them with traces of my power, it would be completely feasible.’

And Ajin was the perfect editor to handle that kind of volume.

‘Dayoung would definitely agree to it.’

Maybe I’d need to reach out to other streamers, or possibly even STK Gaming…

At this point, I couldn’t afford to leave Ajin to her own devices. 

She was the exact kind of talent I needed right now.

Suppressing my eagerness, I casually turned to her and asked, “By the way, I’d like to sort out your situation too. When do you want to move in?”

“Hmm, the sooner I move in, the sooner my curse will lift, right?”

Exactly. The key was that she needed to stay here for a certain period of time.

When I nodded to confirm, Ajin’s eyes lit up as she immediately responded, “I’ll talk to my landlord and wrap things up quickly. My place doesn’t have a deposit or anything, so I can leave right away.”

“Got it. Let me know once you have a date set. There’s not much to prepare, but I do have a small gift for you.” 

“A gift?”

Both Ajin and Dayoung tilted their heads in curiosity.

Well, it was meant to be a surprise, after all.

‘I guess I’d better get ten computers ready in advance.’

***

Just then, an irresistible aroma wafted in from the kitchen.

A clean yet rich scent of oil, a hint of spice, and the savory fragrance of shrimp…

“Gambas?”

“Oh? Now that you mention it, it smells amazing.”

The scent was so mouthwatering it made my stomach growl.

That’s when I realized—I hadn’t eaten properly since before the event. 

Neither had Dayoung or Ajin. 

We had all pushed ourselves too hard.

“Sorry for the wait!”


Peeking out from the kitchen, Yuri emerged carrying a large bowl of gambas and a plate of baguette slices.

Right. Food first, worries later.

A whole day had already passed, but whatever.

At long last, we could finally have a proper celebration for surviving the event.



 
  Chapter 134: I want to help the hero


The sun is shining brightly—it’s Saturday.

While we should be fully enjoying the holiday, we were busy unloading luggage from a small van. 

That’s right. 

Today is the day Ajin moves in. 

She’s officially the second hero to take up residence in my house.

Thinking about it, this is the second time we’ve met, and she’s also the second person to move in. 

Doesn’t that mean Ajin has a strong connection with the number two? Well, that’s just a superstitious feeling that doesn’t really apply to a hero.

I considered hiring a moving company to make things easier, but Ajin was firmly against it, saying she didn’t have much stuff. 

In the end, we just rented a small van, and—well, what do you know?

“Wow, you really don’t have much.”

Aside from clothes and a computer, there was hardly anything. 

Honestly, for a move, it was almost embarrassing how little she had.

If I packed everything neatly, I could probably fit it all in my beloved Rolls-Royce Sweptail, even though that wasn’t really its intended use. 

Most of the essentials were already provided in the apartment, so it was almost like she was just bringing herself.

It was nice that we could finish quickly, but…

‘What’s with her?’

For some reason, Ajin was fidgeting with her fingers, avoiding eye contact.

“Uh, y-yeah. I have this belief that living alone should be minimalistic, so I don’t buy anything unless it’s absolutely necessary.”

“Why are you embarrassed?”

“Well… it just hit me how nice your place is. A place like this must have a security deposit in the hundreds of millions… My stuff barely makes a dent in the space, so it just feels… a little awkward.”

‘What kind of inferiority complex is this?’ Her unexpected response made my head ache. 

Seriously, at this point, whether it’s this planet or another world, I can’t help but feel furious at how poorly heroes are treated. 

‘How can a hero who saved the world be in such a pitiful state? If someone overcomes countless hardships and dangers to save the world, isn’t a happy ending the least they deserve?’

“Ajin.”

“Y-yeah?”

I gently pulled her small, timid frame into a hug. 

At first, she flinched, but then she nestled further into my embrace.

“Don’t feel that way. You’re just finally getting the rewards you deserve.”

“……”

“Stand tall, like the hero you are.”

“If anyone has the right to be proud, it’s us.”

***

A few moments passed. 

When I finally let go and smiled softly, Ajin smiled back. 

Yeah, she looks much better when she smiles.

“Thanks.”

“You’re welcome.”

The courtyard of the building was under my jurisdiction, so there was nothing here except the power I could show off as a hero. 

No matter how little stuff Ajin had, I decided to carry it all up to room 502 in one go—no need to make multiple trips. Too easy.

“When I moved as a kid, it was such a hassle.”

“Huh? When you were a kid?”

“Yeah, our house was pretty big, so there was a ton of stuff to move. It was so hectic that I passed out before I even had the chance to take in the new place.”

“I see… your childhood, huh…”

Ajin nodded thoughtfully, as if she was about to say something, when—

***

“Good work, everyone.”

The door to room 501 opened, and Yuri stepped out. 

Oh, right. 

Since Ajin’s 502 was directly across from it, that made Yuri her unavoidable, permanent neighbor.

‘Will this building eventually be filled with heroes living in every apartment?’

I doubt there’ll be that many, but if more heroes keep coming, maybe I should consider buying the adjacent property. 

No, actually, I should just buy it now. 

It’s not like it costs that much.

“Perfect timing. You must be hungry—come eat first.”

A familiar scent wafted out from inside—sweet, rich with oil, and carrying that distinct fermented aroma.

The smell was so unique that it was easy to recognize.

“Chinese food?”

“Yeah, jajangmyeon and tangsuyuk. When I called earlier, they said they’d arrive soon, so I prepared it in advance.”

“What made you think of making that?”

“When we moved, my dad ordered jajangmyeon. I just remembered it being really good, so I tried making it myself. Hehe.”

For a high school girl, that was a surprisingly old-fashioned move. 

But hey, she wasn’t wrong. 

In fact, I was actually craving it too.

It felt like Yuri was gradually becoming the designated cook, but I wasn’t complaining—her food was amazing. 

I did wonder if it was okay to make a minor do all this work, but she insisted it was fine. 

More importantly, I simply couldn’t resist the happiness of delicious food entering my mouth.

Hiring a professional chef wasn’t really an option. 

It would feel like bringing in a stranger bound by contract rather than someone truly part of the household. 

But Yuri was a fellow hero, which made all the difference.

People sometimes make choices that aren’t entirely rational but are driven by emotion. 

This was one of those times.

I could cook decently on my own, but there was always something missing. 

I had access to luxury ingredients, but my cooking still felt like simple home meals. 

The kind of flashy dishes you see on YouTube or cooking shows? I almost never made those.

No matter how much money you throw at high-quality ingredients, skill makes a difference in the final result.

“Mmm.”

Ajin seemed slightly disappointed about something, but she quickly relaxed and smiled as she followed behind me. 

Well, after a move, jajangmyeon and tangsuyuk are the undisputed classics.

***

The workspace was neatly organized.

One entire room was packed with ten high-end computers and virtual reality devices.`

Aside from that, the only other things present were a humidifier and an air conditioner—minimal furniture. 

It was a strange space, completely separate from everyday life.

The reason for setting up an entire room like this? It had to do with the nature of the tenant moving in.

“What do you think?”

“Wow!”

Ajin’s mouth hung open in amazement, and seeing her reaction made all the effort I put into setting this up feel worthwhile. 

The virtual reality device was a bit pricey, but this much was nothing.

“Are these computers for work?”

“Yeah. You can control ten avatars at once here, right? I set up the computers accordingly, so you can not only manage your own work but also take on editing commissions for others. And this…”

I pointed to the virtual reality device. 

Unlike the one Dayoung used, this was on a completely different level—a large, tube-shaped device big enough for a person to step inside.

“This is that thing, isn’t it?!”

“That’s right. Sharp eyes.”

As expected, since she had been in and out of my house so often, she recognized it immediately.

It was the same model as the one I used. 

Every time Ajin visited, she would always glance at my VR device longingly. 

I figured she had a strong interest in the world of virtual reality, so I prepared this as a gift. 

Here, she could leave the work to her avatars and fully enjoy VR.

Up until now, the only person I could meet in VR was Dayoung, which had been a bit lonely. 

This way, it was a win-win for both of us.

“Now we can play Soul Warfare together. And we can play tons of other games too. It’s not just games—there are plenty of other things to enjoy.”

“Can you really just… give me all this?”

“It’s fine. I told you, this is all part of the hero welfare program.”

“The benefits I’ve received as a hero must easily add up to several hundred million won by now.”

If she saved the world, does a few hundred million really even matter?

The items I had prepared for Ajin’s move-in… 

The financial cost wasn’t even a concern. 

It’s not like people make a big deal over spending a few hundred won on a vending machine drink. 

The amount of money I had on hand was more than enough to provide three heroes with identical buildings and cars. 

There was no reason to be stingy.

“At first, I thought about just giving each of you an apartment in Gangnam… but since I don’t know how many more heroes might show up, that idea didn’t work out. If the number of heroes starts hitting the thousands, even I would struggle.”

“No way, I doubt there are that many heroes running around like stray cats and dogs.”

“You never know. Maybe everyone who jumped into the Han River or got hit by trucks ended up in another world. If even ten percent of them came back as heroes, the numbers would skyrocket.”

“Ugh… Alright. I’ll accept your generosity. Really, thank you.”

She looked so overwhelmingly grateful that I waved my hand dismissively. 

Seriously, all the heroes I knew were way too kindhearted for their own good.

After returning to Korea, life must have been tough, yet they remained steadfast and good-natured… A true testament to their heroic spirit.

Anyway, enough of that. 

Time to shift the conversation to business.

“More importantly, take a look at this. There’s something I need you to check out.”

“Hm? What is it?”

I sent a video to Ajin via smartphone. 

It was a raw clip with no edits—just a simple recording of the surroundings.

To an average person, it would look like nothing more than a mundane landscape video. But…

“Huh? Wha—?”

Ajin let out a startled gasp as she watched. 

As expected, she could see it.

“Unni… don’t tell me….”

“What do you think? I tried making one.”

Back when Dayoung was running her tiny live stream, I had sent donations imbued with blessings to neutralize the curse affecting her. 

The message embedded in this video was a refined version of that same technique.

This video contained a hidden message that only those with a high enough soul resonance—heroes and similarly awakened beings—could perceive. 

It wasn’t letters or sound but a golden melody woven into an ethereal signal, reaching out on a spiritual level.

The message itself wasn’t anything too dramatic. 

It was just…

“‘If you are a hero in need of help, come here. Address: XX-dong, Gangnam, Seoul… Wait, this is your home address?'”

That was the gist of it.

Basically, it was a call for struggling heroes to come here for aid.

“Ajin, the reason I set up ten computers isn’t just so you can do editing work. Of course, I’d love for you to succeed as an editor, but there’s another purpose behind it.”

“As I mentioned earlier, there could be other heroes out there. The problem is, we don’t know where they are, and they don’t know about us. It’s like searching for a needle in a haystack.”

“That’s true.”

Ajin nodded in agreement.

Even with all my resources, locating specific people in this vast land, among millions of citizens, was impossible. 

If other heroes could freely use their powers, I might have been able to detect them, but so far, Yuri was the only one I had found.

That probably meant most of them were still living like ordinary people, unaware of their own potential. 

At least… for now.

“So, I thought about it. How can we find other heroes? This is the answer I came up with.”

I ran my hand across the monitor connected to the computers.

“The internet has been the dominant platform for a while now. I’m planning to bring in work from other streamers and esports teams, and I need you to edit those videos… embedding our message into them.”

Hiring an outside editor wasn’t an option—not for security reasons, and not if I wanted things to run smoothly.

‘If I had tried to use an ordinary editor, this plan would have been discarded immediately. But Ajin had a unique ability—she was a psychic ninja, capable of controlling multiple avatars.’

With her skills, this plan had real potential.

Plus, we had an existing connection with STK, so that could serve as a strong starting point. 

Over time, as Ajin regained more of her strength, we could expand the operation and take on new requests.

“Unni, you were really serious about this.”

“About what?”


“About helping heroes. Whether it was with Dayoung, Yuri… You’ve been planning this all along.”

I smiled.

“I told you, didn’t I?”

This all started because I wanted to help heroes.



 
  Chapter 135: A broadcast laced with poison


[Hey, you crazy bch! Open the door!]

[I’m cold, I’m so cold…]

[Waaah, we’re babies! You have to protect us!]

[Your skill at brewing corpses is no joke.]

[SB, do you think just uploading vlogs is enough?! Hurry up and start the stream!]

[Are you rubbing thighs with some guy? Why aren’t you coming, f*!!]

[Teeeng, Mama, I’m so exhausted…]

[??? : Before the season ends, I’ll hit Challenger rank 1.]

[This woman blatantly ignores her promises. Something’s off.]

[Omoshirotti~]

[Row while the tide is in? My ass… she just ghosted us.]

***

On Friede’s streaming schedule, a sudden hiatus was announced, but no updates followed. 

A rising star had seemingly vanished, declaring an unexpected break. 

Naturally, her channel’s community board became a chaotic mess of mixed emotions.

It had already been several days since the abrupt break announcement, which came right after a major event stream. 

Although it was labeled a break, there was no mention of when she’d return—essentially an indefinite hiatus. 

Still, people clung to hope. 

“She’ll be back soon,” they told themselves. 

After all, her channel had risen to success at an incredible speed. 

Any streamer would logically capitalize on such momentum.

Friede’s channel had never been the epitome of consistency, but she wasn’t entirely irresponsible either. 

That faint trust kept viewers hanging on.

But patience was starting to wear thin…

Doubt first crept in when she began uploading sporadic vlogs.

A luxurious house. 

A supercar worth over ten billion won. 

A cutting-edge VR device, easily costing tens of millions.

At first, these videos only added to Friede’s glamorous appeal. 

Her name dominated online discussions. 

A stunningly beautiful female streamer who was also a skilled gamer and, on top of that, incredibly wealthy? The perfect recipe for speculation, gossip, and obsession.

But then, a question began circulating that poured cold water on the hype:

“Why would someone this rich be so obsessed with streaming?”

It was a logical argument. 

‘Maybe streaming had just been a hobby for her from the start. ‘

‘Maybe she had all the resources to quit whenever she got bored.’

‘Of course, her die-hard fans rejected this theory outright.’

“She hugged us at the fan meeting, for god’s sake!”

“She’s too kind to abandon us!”

“Friede would never do that!”

Their cries were purely emotional appeals. 

But as Saturday passed into Sunday, and then into the early hours of Monday with no updates, unease began to spread.

At that moment, Friede was busy with Pepe’s modifications and Ajin’s moving preparations—things only her inner circle knew about.

And then…

A notification popped up.

The moment Friede’s streaming announcement went live, twice the usual number of people swarmed to her channel. 

Almost every single fan who had notifications turned on rushed in at once—a mass migration of the Friede faithful.

On screen was a fresh, just-posted message from a familiar username.

[Hello, this is Friede. I’m starting the stream now.]

For the first time since her hiatus notice, Friede had made an official announcement.

Some fans screamed in excitement. 

Others clenched their fists.

To an outsider, their reactions might seem over-the-top. 

“Why get so worked up over an internet streamer?” they might scoff.

But logic didn’t matter here. 

Right now, the only thing that existed was sheer joy.

With trembling hands, but faster than ever, they tapped the title.

[Hello, this is Friede. I’m starting the stream now.]

Author: Friede777

The stream starts… right now. ^^

Like Snow White biting into a poisoned apple, the fans now faced a dilemma—sacrifice sleep for a midnight livestream or resist temptation.

For many of Friede’s employed fans, it was a holy grail filled with poison.

But there was no hesitation.

They clicked.

The screen lit up with the waiting room for the live broadcast.

Monday morning responsibilities be damned.

“Hello.”

[Ugh, I can’t do this anymore!]

[Hmph! The viewers are sulking!]

[Boss, let’s do that thing! Struggle struggle!]

[Whoa, what’s this? A face-cam stream today?]

[The timing of this stream is absolute f***ing garbage, Sensei ^^]

[What, no Soul Warfare?]

[What were you doing during your break? Don’t tell me you met a guy? Maybe one of the guys from the fan meeting caught your eye? Maybe you started texting him, meeting up for dates, and then… ended up in a motel, getting drenched in sweat, your golden hair sticking to your back as you—]

[This is a mess right from the start.]

“Yeah, this guy’s getting kicked and banned. Sleep well.”

At this point, a chaotic start to the stream wasn’t even surprising.

As soon as I gave the signal, Ajin, who had been promoted to admin, got to work, wielding the ban hammer without hesitation. 

This was exactly why I needed someone reliable like Ajin instead of a troublemaker like Pepe. 

Efficiency guaranteed.

A few trolls were promptly sent to internet purgatory as I skimmed through the rapidly scrolling chat. 

The sudden influx of viewers was dizzying, but their reactions were all pretty much the same.

“Well, there’s no special reason for streaming at this hour. The person I planned to stream with was free now, so I had no choice but to match their schedule.”

[Wait, who are you duo-ing with that you of all people would adjust your time?]

[Sensei being led by someone else’s playstyle? This is rare.]

[It’s a Challenger, right? Who is it? Gunder? Bisu? Haldir?]

[They’re all guys, ffs -,.-]

Well, it was only natural that a duo partner would be someone in the same rank bracket, and most of those players happened to be men. 

But I had no idea why they were acting like I was stripping off my armor in front of my duo partner in Soul Warfare.

“What, do I look like some washed-up pro? Haven’t I been climbing pretty fast?”

[Sensei’s growth is about as stable as a mayfly’s lifespan.]

[A mayfly that keeps getting slapped to death by fart cars ᄃᄃ]

[Fart… car? What the hell, you weeb?]

[Dunno.]

[So many old dudes in this chat.]

[Ugh, a viewer base filled with middle-aged men. Feels like I stepped into the setting of a questionable doujinshi.]

[And Friede has received 100 fans. ^^]


	FriedeGoldenX has been kicked from the chat.



[AjinMk1: Please be respectful in chat. Violations will result in a kick or permanent ban.]

[AjinMk2: If you’re enjoying the stream, don’t forget to subscribe and turn on notifications!]

[AjinMk3: When Soul Warfare starts, make sure to send donations and mission challenges for a fun experience!]

[AjinMk4: For sponsorships, advertisements, and business inquiries, check the contact email in the stream info!]

The chat window was quickly filled with admin messages, taking up every available space. 

A true army fighting for me—Friede’s personal elite force.

“See that, you punks? This is what tactical clones look like. My already massive chest swelled with pride.”

Unlike past streams, the admin system now allowed multiple messages to be sent from a single account across different channels. 

It was a premium feature, but it was perfect for someone like Ajin. 

Look at this battlefield—there was no need for me to give the signal anymore. 

Ajin was swiftly and ruthlessly sending people from America straight to Siberia.

Compared to the days when Pepe was in charge, the efficiency and precision of the bans were downright heartwarming.

Now that I had maxed out my admin slots with Ajin clones, I practically had an army at my command. 

‘If Ajin ever mastered full automation and hacking, wouldn’t this become an elite cyber-warfare unit?’

Drunk on victory, I playfully wiggled my fingers and teased, “Everyone, behave yourselves. My Ajin admins can literally use shadow clone jutsu. If you don’t, you’ll all be peeling tangerines in Siberia.”

[D-Domhuangcha!]

[Holy s***, just noticed—there are so many mods with swords.]

[What’s with their usernames? Did they coordinate?]

[The boss finally maxed out her admin slots.]

[This is the birth of the Demon Sword Order.]

The once chaotic chat quickly calmed down after a swift purge.

I don’t think I’ve ever seen a chat settle this fast before.

“Oh, where was I? Right. I had some time before my planned session, so I figured I’d start early for a warm-up.”

“What was I doing during the break? Meeting up with friends, taking some personal time. Also helped a close friend move.”

“Do I think I can hit Challenger rank this season? Hmm, we’ll see. I made a promise, so I have to at least try.”

“I didn’t want to grind off-stream. Imagine if I solo queued, won a bunch, and suddenly hit rank one. You guys would’ve lost your minds.”

The stream flowed smoothly. 

It had been a while since I actually took time to chat with my viewers like this.

Thinking back, most of my streams were just me pushing through pre-planned content like a bulldozer.

Honestly, that was pretty inconsiderate.


‘Maybe I should do more of these laid-back community interactions.’

A quick glance at the clock told me it was almost time for my match.

Right on cue, a notification popped up from Alpha Code.

A silent signal—it was time to get back to work.



 
  Chapter 136: You got caught!


If you were to ask when a pro gamer’s most relaxed period is… most would point to the time between the end of the regular league and the start of the preseason.

Since a new patch hasn’t been applied yet, the builds have long been established, and there’s no reason for any more league matches to be played with the current patch. 

STK’s team was no exception. 

Even though most of the members were gathered at the team house, strategic research and scrims had been put on hold. 

Normally, they would be off on vacation or at a workshop, but for some reason, the entire team had stayed behind, fully immersed in practice.

Even if strategies and scrims were set aside, they continued grinding ranked matches. 

No matter what changes might come to the game’s balance, sharpening their instincts would never be a bad thing. 

They’d be able to adapt faster than anyone else. 

However, the biggest reason was something the coach and manager were well aware of. 

The problem was that acknowledging it out loud would be a severe blow to their pride as professionals—so, by mutual understanding, they all chose to keep quiet about it.

***

Yoonsoo stepped out for a breather during his break, glancing into the other team members’ rooms as he passed by. 

They were all the same—focused entirely on solo queue, refining their mechanics.

‘Well, to put it bluntly, we got absolutely destroyed by Pride.’

It was all in unofficial events, sure, but who would’ve thought their star players would get obliterated by Pride like that? If STK hadn’t dominated every league this season, they would’ve been outright mocked for their skills as professionals. 

Criticizing STK meant making every pro team below them look like fools. 

Of course, some people were still gritting their teeth and calling them washed-up.

‘Ridiculous.’

And to think, all of this was because of a single player—Pride. 

Where the hell had someone with that level of skill even come from? Lately, people had even started calling them “Chaebol Pride.” 

They were like an onion—no matter how much you peeled away, there was always something new underneath.

***

As Yoonsoo entered the lobby, he spotted Eunha stretching ahead of him. 

He sneaked over and asked, “You streaming?”

“Yeah, just finished my quota. No one’s stopping me this week.”

“Lucky. I’ve still got two days’ worth left. So jealous.”

Streaming for fun was one thing, but streaming to meet a required quota felt more like work than play, making it hard to enjoy. 

Seeing Eunha already done with her share made Yoonsoo envious—it was like watching a classmate who had finished their homework early and was already having fun.

“If you’re jealous, work harder.”

Eunha replied flatly, glancing at him.

“Please, everyone knows the best way to do homework is to cram it all on the last day.”

She shook her head and decided to drop the subject. 

Just the other day, Yoonsoo had gotten scolded for failing to meet his contract-mandated streaming hours. 

His carefree attitude was unbelievable. 

But there was no point in wasting her energy on it—getting involved would only be a loss for her. 

Ignoring him, she pulled an ion drink from the fridge and took a sip.

Just then, Yoonsoo, who had been munching on snacks beside her, suddenly had an idea.

“Duo queue? Or better yet, let’s invite Pride and play together.”

He could just ask directly, but Pride had never responded to his friend requests, no matter how many times he sent them. 

They acted friendly in official settings, but in private, they kept a firm distance… making it hard to find a way to communicate. 

The only person in STK who had any real connection with Pride was Lotus Eunha, so Yoonsoo was trying his luck.

“She’s streaming right now. Said she already had plans, so probably not happening.”

“Really? That sucks.”

He clicked his tongue in disappointment.

The recent event had been one of Yoonsoo’s happiest moments—an experience truly worthy of the word “event.” 

People could say all they wanted about STK getting stomped by a bunch of solo queue warriors—who cared? The real winners were those who attended Pride’s fan meeting and got a hug. 

They were the true champions, standing above the world.

There were all sorts of popular streamers out there, including those who rose to fame thanks to their looks. 

But Pride was different. 

Calling them just a “face card” wouldn’t be enough—no, their looks had outright surpassed the limits of human attraction. 

If Yoonsoo had to pick a universally beloved appearance, he wouldn’t hesitate to choose Pride.

Even after all the suffering STK endured at Pride’s hands, there was no lingering resentment. 

That was probably thanks to that hug, which melted away even the most venomous grudges. 

The memory of it was still so vivid that Yoonsoo could practically feel it. 

That’s why he had tried to get Eunha to set up a game with Pride—but he had been rejected outright.

***

“Hey, by the way, have you heard anything?”

This time, it was Eunha who brought up a question. 

Yoonsoo tilted his head.

“Heard what?”

‘He doesn’t know?’

Eunha clicked her tongue. 

Given how well-connected Yoonsoo was, she had assumed he would already be in the loop.

Although Eunha couldn’t trace the source, a rumor circulating in online communities had been nagging at her. 

Something about STK trying to recruit Pride and failing miserably. 

‘Where was that nonsense coming from?’

“I heard somewhere that we tried to recruit her and got completely shut down. Something about management even getting involved.”

“Huh? First time I’m hearing about this. Who even counts as management? It’s just the coach and the director, right? Oh, and the staff at headquarters, I guess….”

‘Would they even be interested enough to get involved?’

‘Probably not, right?’

Then again, the phrase STK Pride had a nice ring to it.

Beautiful people always attract attention, no matter the industry. 

Even Yoonsoo could see that Pride’s commercial value was through the roof. 

Whether as a franchise player or a streamer, she would be an incredible asset for promotions. 

And considering STK’s sponsors weren’t just some no-name companies… it really would be amazing if she joined.

Then they could collab all the time.

“…You’re thinking something weird about her, aren’t you?”

“No, it’s a good thought.”

“Uh-huh, sure.”

Eunha didn’t mind being the only one to receive a hug at the fan meeting. 

But STK’s entire roster? Plus all the fans who attended? That was unexpected.

Thinking about it, it was an odd situation.

For Eunha, it was purely admiration—an honest, unwavering sense of reverence. 

‘But could the others really say the same?’

‘And her outfit was way too revealing….’

Not that she was complaining. 

Pride was mesmerizing, someone you couldn’t help but keep staring at. 

But Eunha felt that she should be the only one having these thoughts.

‘Maybe that was why… when she imagined how many people had gone home and indulged in disgusting fantasies about Pride, she couldn’t help but grind her teeth.’

And that was the moment a new goal took root in Eunha’s heart.

Someday, she would reach the highest possible career as a pro gamer, amass wealth, and then—become Pride’s personal manager.

There were obstacles, of course. 

The streamers Forming and Park Dayoung, as well as Pride’s editor Azzy, Ryu Ajin.

All formidable opponents.

But no one—absolutely no one—could take care of Pride, or Sehee unnie, as well as she could.

If Yoonsoo had known what she was thinking, he would’ve laughed and asked where all this baseless confidence was coming from.

But no one could read her thoughts.

And so, Eunha, lost in her own delusions, only strengthened her resolve.

“Whatever. I’m heading back now.”

“Alright. If you insist on playing solo, I won’t stop you. I’ll be ranking up with Chanhyuk-kun.”

“I need to train alone. You do realize duo queue makes pros look like they’re boosting each other, right?”

“Yeah, and? What are they gonna do about it? If they don’t like it, they should win a championship.”

Seriously, there was no dealing with him.

Then again, it was hard to argue against him, considering he actually contributed to victories—not just padded his career. 

And they were on the same team, after all.

Eunha ultimately backed off, settled into her chair, and logged into the game.

***

[User: Friede777]

[Status: In Queue]

Ah, Pride was already matchmaking.

‘Maybe she should just throw caution to the wind and ask to join.’

Eunha hesitated. 

But then, her own words to Yoonsoo earlier echoed in her mind.

I need to train alone.

‘I didn’t think karma would come back this fast.’

Oh well. 

There would be plenty of chances in the future.

Shrugging it off, she queued up for a match.

Pride was a Challenger, and so was she. 

Who knows? Maybe they’d end up on the same team.

Thunk!

The match was found, and Eunha entered the lobby.

She checked the names on her team—familiar pro players, solid teammates. 

No weak links.

She felt good about this one.

At least until—

“…Huh?”

She glanced at the enemy team.

[Friede777]

[Forming222]


Her eyes locked onto two very familiar names.

Forming. Dayoung.

They were smirking at her.

Her jaw clenched on instinct.



 
  Chapter 137: Lotus Diving


“No matter how much I think about it, it’s strange.”

At Dayoung’s firm declaration, I tilted my head in curiosity without thinking.

“What part?”

Looking around, I didn’t see anything particularly strange. 

The broadcast was running smoothly, and we were in a party together inside Soul Warfare—nothing odd about that. 

Right now, Forming was live-streaming, but partying with me didn’t seem to be causing any problems.

Dayoung pursed her lips and said, “There’s no real reason for us to party together.”

“What are you talking about? Who else would I party with besides you?”

“You could just play with another streamer.”

“Don’t forget, you’re a streamer too, little sister. Who else would I even play games with besides you?”

Unfortunately, my social circle was practically nonexistent. 

‘Aside from Dayoung, Ajin, Eunha, and Yuri, who did I have? Eunha, being a pro-team gamer, was out of the question, so realistically, Dayoung was the only one I could comfortably game with. The others weren’t really into gaming.’

‘As for other streamers… outside of events, I hadn’t interacted with them much. And honestly, I had no desire to initiate anything. Especially with Gundeo—it had been fun hanging out, but getting any closer felt like it would just be exhausting.’

‘I’ve really gotten lazy.’

‘Ever since I returned to Earth from that world, I felt like I had changed a lot. Not just physically, but mentally too. My body—though technically, according to my official profile, I was still 22—had aged from all the experiences I’d gone through. Maybe that’s why I lost interest in making new connections unless it was related to the Hero.’

‘In that sense, Eunha was a bit of an exception.’

‘If this were before I got summoned to that world, I probably would have jumped at the chance to make gaming friends and have fun. But now? That was just a meaningless “what if.”‘

Just as I was lost in thought, Dayoung finally spoke up with a reason that, from my perspective, was utterly ridiculous.

“Look at the rank difference between us. It’s a big problem.”

Her unexpected response left me momentarily speechless.

Over something like that?

[Haha, honestly, there is a bit of a rank gap.]

[Forming’s inferiority complex is exploding.]

[Snake behavior detected, snake behavior.]

[Come on, Forming grinded all the way to Grandmaster. Why are you being like this?]

[But if you look at MMR, she’s not wrong.]

[Like, it’s just a one-tier difference in name, but Forming is practically on the verge of being demoted to Master. It’s almost a two-tier gap.]

[From Friede’s perspective, Forming is just a baby. You gotta protect her.]

[Protecting = Raising her tough.]

[Crybaby Forming.]

The chat exploded with reactions, almost like they were filtering Dayoung’s feelings for me to understand.

‘All this over ranks?’ Seeing Dayoung fretting over it so much made me chuckle. 

I reached out and pinched her cheek lightly.

“Why are you worrying so much? There’s no problem with us queuing together.”

“But… what if people start saying you’re carrying me?”

“You don’t have to care about baseless accusations. Games are meant to be enjoyed. It’s not like Challengers only play with Challengers. Grandmasters and lower ranks get mixed in all the time. We’re not pro players.”

[True, she has a point.]

[If you don’t like it, just remove the party system.]

[The rank difference is big, but it’s still fine.]

[If she were just a Master, it might’ve been risky, lol.]

[As long as team MMR averages out, it should be fine.]

“Alright. But if I mess up, you better not get mad. And if anyone talks trash, you have to back me up.”

“Of course.”

I ruffled Dayoung’s hair as she pouted, then started matchmaking.

Dayoung wasn’t the type to act in bad faith, and if I had her back, she wouldn’t have to worry about getting flamed. 

Besides, ranking up was more fun together.

[Spam detected… so much spam…]

-User JeonjuBibimbap has been removed from the chat.

[Oh no, dom huangcha!]

[The mods are on fire today.]

[That was some suspiciously quick moderation, lol.]

With Ajin taking charge of the chat like a seasoned executioner, we waited.

And then—

***

Thunk!

Finally, a match was found.

Dayoung and I accepted without hesitation and entered the lobby.

And standing there on the enemy team was an unexpected figure.

[Oh? Lotus is on the other team.]

[Time for Round 2.]

[Their team looks strong, but doesn’t it feel like they’re gonna lose somehow?]

[Of course, because the team with Sensei is ‘destined’ to win.]

[She wasn’t streaming, so she must’ve just solo queued.]

[STK has been grinding solo queue a lot lately, lol.]

[How does Forming end up with a Grandmaster teammate and then queue into Lotus? What are the odds?]

‘Should I say something?’

I hesitated for a moment but decided it was better to just play the game. 

‘If I acted too friendly with a pro player, drama would surely follow. It wouldn’t affect me much, but Eunha’s situation was different.’

“Unnie…”

“Hm?”

“We have to win this. Got it?”

“Of course.”

Because we needed to rank up.

That’s what I wanted to say, but something about Dayoung’s expression was off.

‘Why was she smirking like that?’

Her energy level had skyrocketed to an almost suspicious degree.

If you see the attack coming, it’s already too late.

Watch your opponent’s movements. 

Anticipate the next move before the sword is even drawn.

Like lightning, the holy sword slashed forward.

Eunha’s eyes widened as she quickly lowered her stance.

Pew!

A small opening created by a supporting shot from an ally.

Eunha saw this as her chance to make up for her earlier mistakes, but just as she moved in, an arrow from the enemy forced her to retreat.

“Tch!”

Clicking her tongue in frustration, she turned her gaze to where the arrows were coming from—Forming and Dayoung, keeping her in check from afar.

‘Was it because of the rank difference? Were they treating her like nothing more than a moving target, assuming all they had to do was maintain their aim?’

‘No, stay calm.’

She took a deep breath, keeping a safe distance.

Up until now, she had been holding her breath, enduring the relentless assault from Friede and Sehee.

One minute.

For an entire minute, she had focused solely on defense and dodging against her sister.

Even with support from her team’s archer, this level of successful defense was a first.

Their eyes met, but there was no need for words.

This was a true duel within the game—only their swords needed to speak.

Just as she steadied herself to counter Friede’s next attack—

“Hik!”

An arrow whizzed past Friede’s shoulder, aimed straight for her neck.

Eunha twisted her body in a desperate dodge, throwing off her form.

Friede wasted no time exploiting the opening, closing the distance in an instant.

Allied cover fire followed, but a few arrows could only buy a single second at most.

To avoid the holy sword slashing up from below, Eunha executed an uncharacteristic backflip, rolling across the ground—

And then—

Thud!

A dull impact.

An arrow lodged right in her forehead.

The screen flickered gray.

Eunha muttered under her breath.

“Damn it…”

She could understand playing passively, relying on arrows from the backline.

‘But standing in one spot, sniping her the whole time?’ That was just too much.

Her team’s marksman was providing cover fire all across the map, yet Park Dayoung had been locked onto her from the very start.

Her sister’s sheer physical skill was already monstrous enough to make dodging a challenge. 

With this interference, it was impossible not to feel like her vision was flashing red with rage.

‘No, more than that…’

‘Why were those two even playing together?’

With their rank difference, they shouldn’t even be in the same matchmaking bracket.

As the respawn timer counted down, Eunha pulled up Friede’s stream.

And then, she understood.

Ah… they were duo-queueing on stream.

Of course.

There was no other way they’d be in the same game.

Realizing this only now made her feel like an idiot.

No—anyone who got tangled up with her sister ended up feeling like an idiot.

Maybe that was why.

Seeing Dayoung playing in the backline, supporting her sister, made something dark and venomous coil deep in her chest.

‘If I were there instead, we would’ve already forced a surrender and moved on to the next game by now.’

And yet…

‘Meanwhile, some people…’

She had been avoiding duo queue to steer clear of controversy, making sure not to draw any unnecessary attention.

She couldn’t even openly stick by her sister.

Yet that girl was glued to her side without a care in the world.

“Oh, that’s how it’s gonna be?”

From the very first time they met, Eunha had never gotten a good impression of Dayoung.

Sure, they had apologized and even played a friendly match together, but differences in personality and chemistry weren’t things that could be patched up so easily.

If that girl wanted to play it like this—

Eunha had an idea of her own.

***

Time passed.

Revived, Eunha charged straight down the center lane.

Between the clashing waves of foot soldiers, Friede’s blade danced in dazzling arcs.

Normally, she would have stepped in and crossed swords with her sister.

But this time was different.

Using the enemy soldiers as cover, she weaved left and right, slipping past Friede.

‘Why the reckless rush?’

Charging solo into the center lane would accomplish nothing.

The game’s mechanics wouldn’t allow a single player to destroy an objective alone, so even Friede shot her a confused glance.

Then—

She spotted Dayoung.

Holding position in front of the defensive objective, bow drawn.

Eunha’s eyes locked onto her target, and she let out a battle cry.

“At the very least, I’m taking you down with me, you bitch!”

“Wha—?!”

Ignoring Friede, Eunha lunged straight at Dayoung.

Dayoung panicked, drawing her dagger in a frantic attempt to counter.

But Eunha had seen that kind of sloppy defense too many times before.

She easily deflected the attack with a well-timed parry.

Boom!

The familiar impact of a successful parry reverberated through her hands.

Dayoung staggered, momentarily stunned.

From behind, Friede was closing in fast.

‘Sorry, sis. But not even you can stop me this time.’

Without hesitation, Eunha grabbed Dayoung and hurled both of them off the cliff.

If they were going to lose anyway, she might as well make sure that girl got a taste of hell first.


“Aaaaaahhh!”

Even in a game, the hyper-realistic physics of virtual reality made free-falling a gut-churning experience.

Dayoung’s scream rang out.

Eunha, plummeting into the endless abyss, looked just like a lotus drifting on the wind.



 
  Chapter 138: Catching the Last Train





[Lotus is ruthless, truly ruthless.]

[Spicy? It’s spicy.]

[Season 9 Forming is here, time to activate Nongae mode.]

[Lotus (Nongae): The enemy general has been slain!]

[Lotus! Calling a small-time streamer a bitches? Controversy explodes!]

[World Tree Wiki just added the 19th entry to the “Lotus Controversies” section, lolol.]

[How many scandals does this crazy chick have?]

[Wasn’t the first one when she won the Soul Cup and threw a fist bump at the camera?]

[Oh, right! That was when Ace Gaygay from the European Unicorn team made a dirty joke, and she flipped him off—twice—right at the camera and his face, lmaooo.]

[Still hardcore as hell, even thinking about it now.]

“AAAH!”

Eunha clutched her head and let out a scream—quite the sight. 

‘But seriously, 19 controversies?’ That means there were already 18 before this. 

I made a firm mental note to check them out later. 

Better write it down so I don’t forget.

“Heh, see? You should learn to control your temper.”

“Hey! You keep picking on me! Using my sister as a hostage and all!”

“Oh, please. Got any proof I was unfair? You just got headshotted over and over, and now your inferiority complex is acting up.”

“You little—!”

Eunha’s eyes flared as she lunged for Dayoung’s hair, but Dayoung wasn’t one to back down.

“You think I can’t grab yours too?”

Almost at the exact same time, they locked onto each other’s hair. 

A standoff on the brink of chaos. 

I quickly switched the camera to another angle. 

I had a strong feeling this scene was not something I should be broadcasting.

As soon as I changed the screen, the chat exploded.

[Hey, Producer! Hurry and switch it back!]

[It’s a catfight, and you’re showing your face instead? Actually, never mind, that’s even better.]

[lololol just keep the camera on your face, no need for the game.]

[Forget the game, just stay like this for five hours.]

[Damn, your face alone carries the whole stream. 10/10.]

Even Eunha and Dayoung’s squabbling was drowned out by the chat. 

That’s when a loud donation alert popped up on the screen.

“‘ZekeGarterbelt’ donated 100,000 won!”
“- Nuna, give us a chu~♥”

A donation after a long time. 

Ignoring the amount, I blinked a few times at the message.

‘Chu? Like, a kiss? Well…’

“I don’t see why not.”

[Oh hell yeah, that’s our Nuna. No hesitation.]

[Mommy, please face the camera and make it extra deep.]

[Something amazing is about to happen, I can feel it.]

[It’s the big moment.]

Leaving the hyped-up chat behind, I walked over to the still-bickering Eunha and Dayoung.

While they were too busy shouting at each other, I leaned in toward the camera and spoke.

“Alright, here’s your ‘chu.’ Chu.”

Smack, smack.

I lightly pressed my lips against both of their cheeks. 

For a brief moment, I could feel the softness of their skin against my lips. 

Honestly, just a little bit, I had the urge to suck on them—they were that plush.

The two instantly stopped fighting and just stared at me, dumbfounded. 

But they weren’t getting anything else out of this.

“Come on now, why fight like that? Eunha, Dayoung, let’s not argue over a game, okay?”

“O-okay… but seriously, why the kiss? That was out of nowhere.”

“I’m probably getting another controversy for this. But I don’t mind.”

[I want a chu too, f***.]

[Alright, time to pair up and start fighting. If we brawl, Nuna will kiss us too.]

[Who wants to fight me?! Jenny with the chain scythe will take on any challengers!!!]

[Think you can handle me, the master of rope bondage, Gukhee?!]

[You psychos, this isn’t an arena.]

[We’re all gonna die at this rate.]

No time to waste standing around.

With Eunha in the party, we were gonna grind ranks today.

***

[Lotus and Forming catfight ON!]
[Posted by: NunaEaterMidir]

—”So this is that “Friede-style harem” thing, huh? Both hands full of flowers.”

[OO: Holding my breath until Friede Lotus shows up. Huff!]

[LLAmpadu: That’s literally what it says here.]

[RedLotus: Kiss clip, please.]

[BbaeBbaeTrue: Our Forming gay won’t back down. ^^]

[LL: Where’s the original? Why are you guys just cosplaying?]

[BbaeBbaeTrue: I am the original.]

[SweetKoreanMan: Our streamer can do whatever she wants. ^^]

***

[Forming is surprisingly good at this.]
[Posted by: KimDogTooth]

—”No wonder the streamer picked her. At first, I was skeptical, to be honest. But Forming rode Friede’s rank-boosting bus straight to high Grandmaster, lol.”

[hope5555: But all she did was snipe with arrows, so we don’t know for sure yet.]

[LyaSergei: I watch Forming’s streams sometimes, and her melee skills are just average. She definitely prefers aiming-based games.]

[OO: At least her aim is solid.]

***

[Brought the Friede kiss clip.]

[Posted by: yaSergei]

—”Is Friede Mommy’s pink, glossy lips for real? My soul is ascending. I want to get cheek kisses like Forming or Lotus too.”

[ZekeGarterbelt: Not just the lips, even the scent… it’s totally like a peach.]

[Loo: Yeah, the color is exactly like a peach.]

[SweetKoreanMan: If you rub lips together hard enough, it might even squeeze out some peach juice.]

[TheMinator: Bet it tastes sweet, lol.]

***

[A devastating win streak.]

[Posted by: ZekeGarterbelt]

—”When Friede Nuna goes full tryhard mode, no one can stop her. Right now, she’s playing ranked alone without Forming or Lotus and is on a 13-win streak.”

(Clip of her parrying an enemy but misjudging the angle and falling off a cliff.)

“Even TK Schneider just got utterly demolished after meeting Mommy, lol.”

[OO: Wait, so she got knocked backward… and there just happened to be a cliff behind her?]

[SunlightBlade: This kind of humiliation clip is rare. That positioning is almost impossible to pull off, lol.]

[TheMinator: Who gave this a dislike?]

[roo: Schneider, obviously.]

“If you start, you have to go all the way.”

This kind of challenge was something I had done multiple times before.

From Master to Grandmaster, then from Grandmaster to Challenger.

But I wondered if I had ever pushed myself this hard before.

Watching the bonfire’s flames spread to my character, illuminating the world, followed by the ever-growing string of numbers—it was satisfying. 

It gave me a deep sense of fulfillment.

Fortunately, this last game wasn’t too difficult compared to the grandiose ending. 

‘Maybe it was because Eunha was on my team.’ 

With her help, we ended it in an instant, tearing through the enemy like a storm. 

Honestly, it reached the point where our match was more of a kill-stealing contest than a ranked game. 

‘If I put it bluntly, it was a total newbie stomping session.’

Now, the final results were about to appear on the scoreboard.

‘Maybe it was the anticipation of unwrapping a gift. No, it felt closer to anxious excitement wrapped in the guise of expectation.’

And there was only one reason for that.

“I’m nervous.”

As I waited for the next screen, I muttered, unable to hide my excitement.

The chat reacted immediately.

[Is this it? Did she get first place?]

[It’s a bit uncertain. The scores get adjusted at this time, so playing another match isn’t really an option.]

[Besides, the preseason starts tomorrow, so even if she wanted to, she couldn’t play more.]

That’s right.

Today was the last day of ranked.

At this very moment, I was locked in a battle with Warden for the number-one spot.

And the match I had just finished was effectively my final game.

Our scores had been neck and neck, constantly shifting back and forth. 

The best way to secure victory would have been to face him directly in a match.

But as fate would have it, we never ended up on opposing teams.

Meeting as allies didn’t mean much. 

A win for both of us was just a shared victory.

[Heart pounding.]

[If she ends up in second place, Friede Nuna is gonna ugly cry.]

[Lol, tears pouring from her eyes, her areolas, and her pu—]

[-User ‘ChainscytheJenny’ has been forcibly removed from the chat.]

[-User ‘RopeTieGukhee’ has been forcibly removed from the chat.]

[Lmao, looks like they’re the ones who got utterly wrecked.]

[I believe in you, Nuna. You got this.]

It felt like my emotions were syncing with my viewers.

Like a Protoss linked to the Khala, we all held our breath, waiting for the next screen to appear.

And when the ranking window finally loaded…

“That took a while.”

The highest possible score.

The number one spot.

Silently, I raised a clenched fist toward the sky.

[Holy sh**, she actually did it.]

[Sweeter than the last train home, huh?]

[Warden is ugly crying right now.]

[Lotus is streaming and losing it laughing, lmao.]

“Damn, she’s ruthless! How does she clutch first place at the last second?”

[Bro, this is the best reaction I’ve ever seen from the streamer.]

[Lol, no way, you have to react like this for a last-second first place.]

I wondered if I usually didn’t react much on stream, or if I was just going overboard now.

But considering the journey to get here, it made sense.

Rank 1 isn’t something you just get.

For nearly four days, I had done nothing but play non-stop, pushing myself to the limit.

Even Ajin and Yuri barely saw me during this time—I was completely immersed in the grind.

Sometimes Eunha and Dayoung joined me, but in the end, it was a marathon I ran alone, spending every hour outside of four hours of sleep grinding ranked matches.

“Ah, this last-minute rank boost feels amazing. Now this is what makes for good content, don’t you think?”

Unlike usual, my mouth just kept running.


But I didn’t mind.

For once, I was letting my emotions take the lead instead of my thoughts.

And why not?

The final sprint in ranked is all about that thrilling rush and the overwhelming sense of triumph.



 
  Chapter 139: Resting Warrior’s Adventure





The sensation of forcibly dragging my struggling mind up from within was not a particularly pleasant one.

As if rewinding all the scenes in a dream, I was yanked back into consciousness with a dizzying sensation, my eyes snapping open.

“Mm…”

“Ah, is it morning already?” No, wait. Checking the clock, the digital numbers displayed 3:00 AM.

This is totally a night owl’s rhythm. 

My little goal of becoming a morning person is crumbling just like that.

“Oof!”

Stretching with all my might, I shuddered at the electrifying rush of blood surging through my body. 

As the circulation made a full loop, even washing through my brain, the lingering drowsiness instantly dissipated.

After washing up, I stood blankly, gazing at my reflection in the glass opposite me. 

‘Hmm, do I just feel like I’ve lost my purpose, or is that actually the case?’ Come to think of it, ‘what was I doing before I fell asleep?’

Feeling too lazy to stand any longer, I sank into the sofa and tried to retrace my memories. 

Right… I snatched the rank 1 spot, and the season ended right after. 

I remember feeling satisfied looking at my locked-in username on the leaderboard. 

And I probably bragged a bit. 

Something about me being the best at handling Soul Warfare.

“Doesn’t seem like much now.”

A sigh escaped me at the unexpectedly hollow feeling settling in. 

It was strange. 

Even before being summoned to this world, I don’t recall ever feeling this empty after playing games.

Normally, just winning a match or two would send me bouncing with joy. 

If I had ever reached rank 1 before, I would’ve been grinning from ear to ear.

But now, after just one sleep, I’ve already hit a state of disillusionment? What kind of garbage emotional return on investment is this?

Now that I’ve actually reached my goal in Soul Warfare, my motivation for both streaming and gaming has plummeted. 

The urge to just quit altogether was rising rapidly. 

As a streamer, this was the worst possible situation.

***

—Bzzzt.

The vibration of my smartphone pulled me from my thoughts. 

Without thinking, I reached for it.

It was a message from Yuri, simple and to the point.

[Are you awake?]

I replied with a quick [ㅇㅇ]. Not long after, the doorbell rang.

I felt a little bad for whoever was at the door, but before I even registered Yuri standing there, my eyes locked onto the bundle of sandwiches in her hands.

Only then did my body realize I was on an empty stomach, sending a desperate signal to shove that food into my mouth immediately. 

That made sense—I had skipped meals while gaming, so it wasn’t surprising that I was drained.

“You played all the way until dawn. Now that you’ve completed your mission, eat properly, will you?”

“Thanks. I’ll eat well.”

I took a bite, and the combination of meat, vegetables, and bread blended smoothly as it went down.

“Tastes good.”

The words came out naturally, a simple, honest appreciation of the flavor. 

Upon hearing my reaction, Yuri’s face took on a faintly pleased expression.

“It’s a sandwich with pulled pork, cheese, jalapeños, tomatoes, and salad between brioche buns. I also added a little salsa, so it should help with your appetite even if you’re not feeling particularly hungry.”

“Oh, really?”

She always describes food in such detail whenever she makes something.

Even when Ajin moved in, she didn’t miss the chance to chatter on, giving a full explanation of our black bean noodles and sweet-and-sour pork while we ate. 

That was… quite the unique experience.

I took another bite, letting the toppings meld together and bring joy to my taste buds. 

Yeah, I had to admit it—she really was my, and the warriors’, personal chef.

“Sorry for making you go through the trouble again.”

“It’s nothing. I made too much anyway, and you’ve been too busy lately to eat properly, so it worked out. I can make you sandwiches or simple meals anytime.”

“Oh, yeah? I mean, I appreciate it, but…”

I wasn’t sure if she was overexerting herself.

And so, my quiet meal continued.

There wasn’t much conversation—just me, picking at my sandwich in silence, repeating the same motion over and over. 

Yuri sat there, staring blankly into space.

Thinking about it… Yuri was different from Dayoung or Ajin. 

She always seemed to keep a certain distance.

At first, she showed some interest in my streaming, but it faded quickly. 

Now, all she did was drop by to make meals whenever she had time.

Some might say it’s ridiculous to call that “keeping a distance,” but that’s just how it felt.

Maybe the only topic we could really talk about was… this.

Once I finished my sandwich, a perfect sense of fullness washed over me, loosening my mind in just the right way.

I wondered what kind of life Yuri had lived as a hero.

I remember her mentioning having a family—’were they still doing well?’

With the usual boundaries between us slightly blurred, my curiosity took the opportunity to surface. 

Now that I had secured rank 1 and no longer had a clear goal, I couldn’t hold back the question that popped into my head.

“Yuri, what kind of hero were you?”

She nodded slightly, as if recalling her past, before answering.

“Hmm, I think I was pretty ordinary. Wait, does it sound weird to call a hero ordinary? But after meeting you and the others, it doesn’t seem all that special. Look.”

As she raised her hand, a small light flickered into existence, quickly expanding into the form of a sword. 

It wasn’t quite as magnificent as my holy sword, but it was undoubtedly a radiant weapon imbued with the light of the world, a true embodiment of divine power.

“Heh… a holy sword, huh?”

“Yeah, I have one too. When I first met Dayoung and Ajin, I was surprised. One’s a magical girl, and the other’s a psychic. I thought all summoned heroes would have holy swords like me.”

After clearing her throat briefly, Yuri slowly began to tell her story.

“In this world, my journey was… well, the classic tale of a hero clad in shining armor, wielding a holy sword to defeat the Demon King.”

It was the kind of story straight out of a dream—a textbook hero’s journey. 

I listened more intently than ever.

Yuri’s account of her adventures was quite simple: she was summoned, chosen by the holy sword, and, alongside her companions, set out to defeat the Demon King. 

They explored dungeons, saved a fairy kingdom in peril, and searched for the relics of past heroes… The whole setup was as captivating as a well-written novel. 

And the characters? They were even more intriguing.

There was the aloof tsundere noble, the eldest son of a duke’s family and the next in line to become the Sword Saint.

The arrogant yet dependable elven prince, a master of archery and spirit magic.

The cold and distant boy genius from the Magic Tower, known for his incredible sorcery but secretly helping from the shadows.

And the gentle saint chosen by the gods, an older brother figure who had been particularly kind to Yuri.

It was the perfect composition for a hero’s party. 

A well-balanced team: the hero at the front, a melee swordsman, a sharpshooter, a mage, and a healer. 

A textbook setup, really.

But… something about how Yuri described her companions felt strangely off.

‘Wait a second… this pattern… I’ve seen this before… Ah, right!’

This was straight out of a romance fantasy novel!

‘Was there even a villainous noblewoman in her story?’

“Hey, did you happen to have a girl who bullied you?”

I asked half out of curiosity, but her reaction was unexpected. 

She flinched like a fish caught on a hook.

“Oh, yeah. There was another girl who got summoned with me. The problem is…”

“The problem is?”

“She ended up becoming the Demon King, and in the end… I had to fight her.”

“What? How did that happen? You were both strangers summoned from another world—you’d think there’d be some kind of camaraderie.”

“Well…”

Yuri scratched her cheek awkwardly, then let out a small sigh before continuing.

“The truth is, I was the only one summoned as an actual hero. She must’ve been dragged along by accident. And she wasn’t from Earth—she came from a completely different world. At first, I thought we bonded over being stuck in the same situation, but…”

“But?”

“Things changed after the hero’s party formed… I think it was because she didn’t have any talent as a hero, and the party members paid more attention to me than to her.”

“Where’s my popcorn?! Someone bring me popcorn!”

“She left the party midway, and the next time we met was at the Demon King’s castle. She had fused with the Demon King, and I had to defeat her. But before she died, she used the last of her strength to place a curse on me. And that curse was…”

She trailed off for a moment before finally saying, “It turned me into a man.”

Oh. That explained a lot.

I had been wondering why she’d pick such a specific curse, but now it made sense. 

She didn’t want Yuri getting close to the sweet, handsome guys in the hero’s party.

They say a woman’s jealousy can bring frost in the middle of summer… and with one forced gender-swap curse, she completely ruined Yuri’s life.

From what Yuri told me afterward, the shock was too much for the so-called sweethearts in the party—they all left and cut ties with her.

Honestly, that was classic romance fantasy male leads for you. 

They looked perfect on the outside but were empty inside.

Yuri, lost in despair, eventually found a way back to Earth through the summoned goddess, but the curse remained. 

And to make matters worse, she also lost access to her hero’s powers.


“Still, I think I was lucky to meet you, Sehee. It feels like I’ve been given a chance to start over.”

She smiled shyly, but there wasn’t a hint of self-pity in her expression. 

There was something strong about her—resilient, even.

It was a story that could bring tears to anyone’s eyes.



 
  Chapter 140: The time when I was a hero?





The story of Yuri, a hero who had quite a variety of adventures, was coming to an end before I knew it.

After returning to Earth, it wasn’t really a topic worth wondering about anymore—since she had met me and come all the way here.

“How’s life here? Is it uncomfortable?”

“No, it’s fine. I figured I could handle living anywhere since I only need to endure a year… but I didn’t expect it to be this nice. Honestly, it’s so charming that anyone would want to stay here even after the year is up.”

“That makes me feel kind of proud.”

Well, this place is pretty amazing. 

We get ample financial support, so as long as you can put up with not being able to go outside, you can live without any real inconveniences. 

The world is so convenient these days that you can get everything delivered.

That made me curious. 

I had my streaming career, and Ajin worked as an editor. 

‘But what about the girl in front of me? How was she spending her time?’

When I asked, her answer was surprisingly simple.

“I’m catching up on my studies… and practicing cooking from time to time.”

“Is becoming a chef your dream?”

“Mm, I don’t think so. My family runs a restaurant, so I know firsthand how busy and exhausting it is. I just cook for my own satisfaction—I don’t think I could make food for customers like my parents do.”

She laughed awkwardly as she explained that she didn’t dream of being a chef.

I thought it was a shame, considering her skills, but career paths are something each person decides carefully. 

As long as it wasn’t something completely unreasonable, the best thing to do was support her.

More than that, something else in Yuri’s answer caught my attention.

“Your family runs a restaurant?”

“Yes, it’s a café and restaurant. Besides coffee and drinks, they make all sorts of things, like baked goods and pasta. My parents are both really skilled, so I guess my hobby of cooking comes from their influence.”

She hesitated for a moment, then, when our eyes met, she gave a slightly shy smile.

“You should come by sometime.”

“Oh, uh, yeah.”

I gave a vague response to Yuri’s invitation, but my thoughts were elsewhere.

‘Should I ask?’

I hesitated.

Yuri had been summoned to this world as a hero. 

That meant she had been forcibly separated from her family. 

Even though she was back on Earth, she couldn’t return home immediately.

No one could say for sure what had happened in the meantime. 

Even something that would normally be an easy question to ask made me hesitate.

“Um… are your parents doing well? You haven’t seen them in a long time.”

I started carefully, lowering my gaze slightly.

Yuri gave a bright smile and answered immediately.

“Fortunately, both my parents are doing well. I haven’t been able to contact them directly, but from what I found online, it looks like they’re still running the restaurant.”

Ah, that’s a relief.

I let out a quiet sigh as the tension that had been weighing on me eased.

But it wouldn’t be right to just let things be for an entire year.

“What if you tried reaching out to them later?”

“Huh?”

Yuri blinked in surprise. 

She looked like she hadn’t expected the suggestion.

“You know the address here. You could invite your family over. Even if you can’t leave, they can still visit.”

“Ah, well… It’s not that I haven’t thought about it, but wouldn’t that be difficult? They’d probably want to take me home right away.”

“Of course they would. But I think the sooner you see them, the better. Even if they don’t show it, I’m sure they’re struggling deep down. If they’re not too far away, it would be best to invite them here. And if convincing them is really hard, you could always tell them the truth—that you were a hero. I can help with that too.”

There was no need to broadcast to the world that she was a hero, but it was something she could at least tell her family.

Dayoung and Ajin had both reunited with their families, since their curses weren’t so severe that they couldn’t meet them at all. 

But Yuri still had to endure an entire year. 

I couldn’t just leave things as they were.

Worst case scenario, if persuasion failed and her parents tried to take her by force… well, once she stepped outside and turned into a man, they’d have no choice but to accept the reality of the situation.

I didn’t think things would escalate to that point, though.

“Of course, if you’re not ready, there’s no rush. A year will pass in no time. I just mean that if it’s tough on you, you don’t have to force yourself to endure it alone.”

“…I’ll think about it and let you know. Thank you, Sehee. For always helping me…”

“Hey, anytime. Just let me know if things ever get too hard.”

Even a hero couldn’t just erase the pain of being separated from their family.

I wouldn’t let her fall into loneliness, left behind like I was.

Just as I was starting to feel more at ease, having tied up the loose ends of my curiosity—

***

“What about you, Sehee?”

Yuri, who had just been thanking me, suddenly looked at me with curiosity and asked a question.

“Huh?”

She continued.

“I’m curious about your adventures, Sehee. What was it like?”

As Yuri asked her question at the end of her own story, my thoughts came to a halt.

“The time when I was a hero?”

At her words, memories I had pushed to the back of my mind resurfaced on their own.

I thought I had forgotten, buried under gaming and streaming.

But the memories returned with vivid clarity, as if it had all happened just yesterday.

Even for someone like me, it had been nothing but a series of dangerous days.

“I didn’t have any companions. I took the Demon King’s head by myself. So there’s not much of a story to tell.”

“What? You did it alone, without any companions?”

At Yuri’s words, I nodded.

“Yeah. It was more like a war than an adventure. Demons poured out through the rift, and I had to hold them back from the inside while sealing the gate. I pushed forward and eventually took down the Demon King… Sometimes reinforcements would enter the rift, but after fighting for a week straight without sleep or rest, they all got wiped out. In the end, I never really had a proper conversation with anyone.”

Rather than a hero, I was more like a weapon created to save the world.

Or maybe that’s just what a hero is, in the worst sense of the word.

Fragments of memories surfaced—glimpses of faces I once saw. 

But I didn’t even know their names.

Looking back now, I found myself wondering—’what kind of people were they?’

Though we never spoke, we exchanged glances in the midst of brutal battles.

The look in their eyes back then… It shone brilliantly with determination and resolve, their unwavering will to protect the world.

And yet, those same people fell in the end, their bodies collapsing lifelessly.

It was a memory I really didn’t want to recall.

***

“Was it so hopeless that even you struggled, Sehee?”

“Yeah. There were an overwhelming number of them. I was blocking the main path, holding back the bulk of their forces, but even the demons that had already crossed over and were causing havoc must have numbered in the billions. On top of that…”

Ugh. Great. Now I’m remembering all the horrific stuff again.

There’s this thing people talk about online called the ‘X-Cast’—a so-called tactical nuke.

But I can say with absolute certainty that the demons I faced weren’t just weapons of war. 

Their very existence was a strategic nuke in itself.

It wasn’t just that they were monstrous—they did things so vile and revolting it made me want to tear my hair out.

For example…

I forced the memories back—grotesque creatures, corruption, fear, despair, and filth all swirling together.

There was no need for Yuri, or Ajin, or Dayoung to know about those things.

It was better if they didn’t.

“I just kept fighting, and in the end, I won. Lucky, huh? That I didn’t die.”

I brushed it off vaguely.

“That’s the whole story. Nothing grand. I just fought nonstop until I won. Pretty dull, huh?”

“…I see.”

Fortunately, Yuri seemed to accept my answer.

She had probably simplified it in her head—something like, ‘Sehee went through an even harder battle than Ajin or Dayoung did.’

Good. 

That was for the best.

There was no need to dig any deeper.

Some things just weren’t meant to be shared.

***

[Warden Rank #1 taken away—look at that devastated expression, LOL!]

[That guy next to Lotus Tenryon is messing with him so hard, lmao]

[Friede! Achieves the goal with a last-minute win! Her timing is unreal!]

[Pre-season patch notes are out~]

“She actually managed to pull that off last minute.”

A small sound of admiration escaped Dayoung as she scrolled through the internet.

The timing was almost too perfect.

The reclaiming of Rank #1 wasn’t exactly shocking.

With her skills, I figured it was only a matter of time.

But for her to win the final match in such a dramatic way and take first place—it was the kind of thing you wouldn’t even expect in a scripted storyline.

Even if two people used the same subject matter, the way they presented it could make a world of difference in how the audience reacted.

Friede had essentially turned this season of Soul Warfare into one long, epic drama.

Dayoung had never heard of a streamer—or even a gamer—like her before.

‘No wonder her popularity keeps skyrocketing.’

Even as someone who wasn’t managing the channel, Dayoung could tell the subscriber count was rising at a ridiculous pace.

She had already surpassed a million subscribers.

At this rate, as long as she kept up her activity, the first digit would change again soon enough.

As long as nothing major went wrong, it was only a matter of time.

***

“Dayoung, my dear gamer, I can’t hold it in anymore. I’m so frustrated I might just crap myself. Would that be okay?”

“Oh, shut up!”

Dayoung smacked Pepe with her bag as she groaned in frustration.

Picking up her pace, she neared Sehee’s house.

Then—


“Hmm?”

A figure stood hesitantly in front of the house.

“Who…?”

“Who the hell are you?”



 
  Chapter 141: The Hero Has Appeared





That’s strange.

The woman in Dayoung’s sight was definitely strange.

A black suit with neatly straight hair down to her shoulders.

‘A secretary? A career woman?’

With rimless glasses and a calm impression, she had the optimized look of a so-called office worker.

‘If that were all, Dayoung would have simply looked away.’

But upon closer inspection, something about her was undeniably suspicious.

“Someone here to see Sehee unnie? That can’t be….”

It was clear from her restless demeanor while looking at her sister’s house that she had a purpose for being there. 

Though there was still some distance between them, Dayoung focused her gaze. 

Maybe thanks to the warrior’s senses gradually awakening since getting involved with her sister, she could even make out the shape of the woman’s buttons despite the distance.

‘Black clothes, so the stains aren’t obvious… but there are a lot. 

The fabric is crumpled with deep wrinkles and frayed threads sticking out everywhere. 

Her hair isn’t that long, but it’s noticeably greasy. 

Her makeup is mostly gone, but there are still traces left in the corners of her face where she didn’t remove it properly.’

‘How should she put it?’

She wasn’t sure if this was the right way to describe it, but… the woman looked like an office worker who had been laid off, fallen into despair, and spent a few days living on the streets, completely wrecked.

The conclusion was clear—there was nothing ordinary about her.

‘I need to be careful.’

Feeling an inexplicable sense of tension, Dayoung cautiously approached. 

Her sister had told her that all connections to their family and even distant relatives had been severed.

Considering how much her sister’s body had changed, there was no way anyone could recognize her.

And yet, this woman was lingering near her house.

That could only mean one thing—she knew Sehee unnie.

There was no way she was just loitering because she liked the house.

‘Who was she?’

‘Could she be another hero? Maybe.’ 

But there was also another possibility. 

The curse that had screwed over Dayoung before had come from this world—it had followed her all the way here as a fragment of the Demon King.

It wasn’t impossible that a Demon King who had lost against a hero had fled and hidden on Earth. 

Not a full zero percent chance—just enough to be the worst-case scenario.

‘I’m not at full strength yet, but….’

Just in case, she got ready to run into her sister’s house if needed, then stepped closer and spoke.

“Um… do you have business here?”

The moment their eyes met as the woman sharply turned her head, Dayoung flinched and took a step back.

Her fingers clenched slightly as a strange feeling washed over her.

That woman… her eyes weren’t normal!

‘What the hell was up with those huge, sparkling eyes that could rival a Welsh Corgi’s?!’

“Are you a resident of this house?”

Her voice matched her appearance—calm, yet oddly distinct and clear as if it seeped straight into Dayoung’s ears.

“Ah… not yet.”

Crap!

‘Not yet?!’

‘No, well… to be fair, if a house like this only required a 100,000-won maintenance fee without any deposit while offering such an amazing lifestyle, it was only natural to be tempted, especially in this awful economy.’

But still…!

‘Wait a second. Was my goal really to leech off my sister like a parasite, sucking her dry?’

‘What kind of hero had no pride?! It wasn’t like burying herself in the holy embrace of Maman Friede would magically fix everything!’

‘…Or would it?’

Lost in confusion, Dayoung instinctively covered her mouth with her palm, but it was too late.

Her words had already escaped and traveled straight into the woman’s ears.

Even the subtle movement inside her bag gave her away. 

Ah, Beep-Beep had heard it too.

Now she just wanted to crawl into a hole and disappear.

“Then, this house… Ah, um. How should I explain this?”

The woman looked just as flustered as she was.

‘Why was she acting so anxious?’

***

“Hehehe.”

The constant clacking of keyboards buried the laughter, but Ajin didn’t care.

In front of countless active PCs, her translucent duplicates—each identical to her—were diligently editing videos.

This was the final push to reclaim Friede’s rank 1 spot.

Over the past three days, it had been nothing but a storm of consecutive wins. 

The number of ranked games Friede had played in Soul Warfare was overwhelming, meaning there was a mountain of footage to edit.

In the past, this workload would have been impossible to handle.

But now, thanks to her comfortable environment and a near-NEET lifestyle, Ajin was getting it done.

“Number 1, have you finished editing the duo segment with Lotus and unnie?”

The duplicate sitting at the PC labeled [1] silently nodded.

Since gaining more control over her power at her sister’s house, Ajin had needed a way to optimize her rapidly growing workforce.

Her solution was simple—assigning numbers to each PC and giving her duplicates specific editing roles for Friede’s streaming content.

The tasks varied.

Sorting and segmenting footage by theme.

Performing in-depth editing based on those themes.

Scouring the internet and other media for memes and clips to enhance the videos.

Finding appropriate background music.

And more.

Before, she would have spent days struggling to edit a single video.

Now?

In a single day, multiple high-quality, polished videos were uploaded.

Friede’s live streams ended, and within hours, edited highlights flooded the channel.

Despite covering just one day’s worth of content, the videos were split into digestible parts, leading to multiple uploads per day.

At this point, the editing speed was absurd, and the content was even funnier than the live broadcasts.

This was Team Ajin at its finest.

‘So if her duplicates were working this hard, what was Ajin herself doing?’

The answer was simple.

“Urp!”

Enjoying a warm, full belly and letting out a satisfied burp.

“This is heaven. Hehe.”

Ajin wiggled her fingers inside the snack bag a few times before grabbing five perfectly sized potato chips and tossing them into her mouth. 

A satisfied smile spread across her face.

“As expected of unnie.”

She had done it again.

Ajin was watching the reactions to Friede’s broadcast.

After all, her duplicates handled all the video editing.

As for channel management and monitoring public opinion, those were tasks she insisted on handling herself. 

Since she considered it the closest thing to managing her sister directly, it was a role she would never delegate to anyone else.

And then…

“I followed unnie’s instructions, but…”

A secret message from a warrior—visible only to Ajin.

As an editor, she had double-checked it multiple times out of concern, just in case.

“Will this really be okay?”

She couldn’t shake the slight worry that someone might recognize it.

After all, this was her first time doing something like this. 

New tasks always carried both excitement and unease.

“Will another warrior really show up because of this?”

It wasn’t necessary for them to watch the video.

More precisely, it worked by spreading little by little across the internet, using the video as a medium.

Over time, as more of these edited videos accumulated, the effect would gradually—yet surely—amplify.

‘How does this even work…?’

It was an intricate mechanism, a power that could only belong to Sehee unnie.

Even at the peak of her strength, when Ajin herself had been a fellow warrior, she wouldn’t have been able to comprehend this system.

Well, no point in overthinking it.

Unnie was working hard for all their sakes.

“Aah, I’m so happy.”

Letting go of her worries, all that remained in her mind was comfort.

She didn’t even have to pay rent, which meant she could save money, and on top of that, her sister’s salary was high enough to slap a corporate executive in the face multiple times. 

Everything was just perfect.

At this point, Park Dayoung seemed utterly foolish. 

‘Why on earth hadn’t she moved into unnie’s house yet?’

This place was amazing.

Well, thinking about it seriously, the answer came quickly.

‘She’s just being stubborn. Ugh, such a pointless sense of pride.’

‘If she was worried about their mom, wouldn’t it be better to just get a job under unnie, earn some money quickly, and live here stress-free?’

“Whatever. If she regrets it later, she’ll come.”

With a huff, Ajin snorted and flopped onto her bed.

“I’m bored.”

Compared to the days when she had been saving the world, life here was overwhelmingly dull and peaceful, making her feel sluggish.

She stretched her arms out with all her strength to shake off the stiffness.

“Oghogok!”

***

Bang! Bang! Bang!

“Ugh, what the hell? Who is it?”

Just as she was starting to enjoy the feeling of a good stretch, an abrupt disturbance ruined her mood.

Annoyed, Ajin frowned and strode toward the front door.

‘Who the hell was pounding on the door without even bothering to ring the doorbell?’

‘I think I already know who it is….’

This building was off-limits to anyone except warriors.

Which meant that whoever had come in must be a warrior.

And if it was a warrior who would knock like this, there was only one possibility.

Bang! Bang! Bang!

“Yeah, yeah. Dumbass sister, dameyo. Bang, bang, bang.”

As soon as she opened the door, just as expected, Park Dayoung came bursting in.

“OF!”

A sudden, loud shout snapped Ajin’s drowsy brain fully awake, making her scowl.

“What the hell?! What’s with the yelling?”

“Where’s unnie? She’s not answering her phone.”

“Unnie went out for a bit—huh? Wait. Who’s that?”

Ajin’s eyes widened at the sight of the office worker standing quietly behind Dayoung.

‘Why was there an outsider in this building?’


“Hey, this is bad!”

Noticing Ajin’s questioning gaze, Dayoung flailed dramatically.

“A warrior has appeared!”

“What?!”



 
  Chapter 142: Even without my Sister, Stay Calm





I distinctly remember that the sky was exceptionally clear and bright.

At first, it all started from something trivial. 

I had been staring blankly at the sky.

‘How did I end up like this? I thought I did something good, so why am I in this mess?’

‘Ah, is this another fate I must endure as a hero? If so… it was far too cruel.’
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“When the Demon King oppresses humans, the hero defeats the Demon King, and then humans exclude the hero…”



A scene from a comic I once read suddenly came to mind—the story of a hero who returned from his journey only to be abandoned and betrayed, ultimately turning dark. 

At least, that hero had retained his strength. 

Meanwhile, I was in this sorry state.

Not that I ever wanted to take out my anger on people just because I had power. 

It was just… I wished I had even the slightest source of strength to endure this reality. 

Unfortunately, this world seemed incapable of trusting a hero like me.

***

-Growl.

The timely rumbling in my stomach made me let out a bitter smile.

I glanced around and, fortunately, there was no one watching. 

Not that it mattered. 

There were no visible signs of my hunger anyway, so even if someone saw, they would just scoff and move on.

Sitting cross-legged, I slowly exhaled.

The energy flowing into my body was still pitiful—barely a speck, like an ant’s toenail. 

I began circulating it through my body.

Normally, I wouldn’t even need to feel hunger. 

But the oppression of this barren land beneath my feet was merciless.

A world where the energy of nature had withered… No, worse than that—a world where the very concepts of energy and mysticism did not exist.

Even as I sat in meditation and tried to harness my inner strength, the effect was barely a fraction of what it should have been.

“Sigh.”

As I converted the minuscule amount of gathered energy into vitality, the hunger disappeared, and I let out a breath of relief.

Barely surviving—’was that all I was capable of now?’

‘When did my supreme cultivation technique turn into nothing more than a method to stave off starvation?’

I let out another bitter chuckle at the thought.

At this rate, I’d have to rename my meals—morning would be cultivated breakfast, lunch cultivated lunch, dinner cultivated supper, and for a late-night snack, instead of chicken and beer, it would be cultivated midnight snack.

The so-called greatest warrior in the world, the hero who defeated the Demon King—the Sword Saint—was now nothing more than a joke.

“This can’t go on.”

It had already been several days since I returned.

The university I attended had expelled me due to my unexplained disappearance after being summoned to another world—right before my final semester, no less.

The shock of it left me wandering like a homeless drifter.

But I couldn’t let myself rot away like this.

‘I climbed this far alone, with no family to rely on…’

Even if I had lost my strength, I was still once mighty. 

I couldn’t just fade away so helplessly.

First, I needed to restore my legal status, which had been declared deceased. 

Then, I could figure out my next move.

Just as I brushed off my clothes and stood up—

***

“Did you watch Friede yesterday?”

“That rank-one win was so emotional. All those idiots who said he’d get stomped by Warden got shut up real quick. So satisfying.”

A group of young men walked by, deep in conversation.

They weren’t students… Judging by their looks, they were probably exam candidates from the local study district.

As they passed me, still chatting about Friede and other things—

“Here, check out this video. Friede is seriously gorgeous.”

“Slavic? Germanic? Her looks are unreal.”

“Even celebrities wouldn’t compare.”

One of them pulled out a smartphone and played a broadcast. 

The voice of the so-called Friede echoed clearly in my ears.

[If you recklessly backstep here, you’ll get caught immediately, so be careful. It’s better to sidestep and roll slowly instead…]

The sound quality was surprisingly crisp, and the voice was breathtaking.

Among the Demon King’s subordinates, there was a succubus called the Enchantress, who was an expert at bewitching people with her voice. 

But the voice from this Friede broadcast was nothing like hers.

It wasn’t seductive or laced with temptation. 

It was pure, clear, and radiant—a voice that could cleanse the soul.

To think such a voice could exist in this world, even without the use of mystical energy… I found myself listening in.

And then—

“Huh?”

A dumbfounded exclamation escaped my lips.

It happened when the group sat nearby, fully immersed in watching Friede’s broadcast.

Friede was clearly narrating the game strategies, but underneath that voice, an entirely different message overlapped.

It was the exact same voice, but the words were completely different.

[If you are a hero, you should be able to hear this voice. If returning home has left you struggling—if you have nowhere to turn—come to XX-XXX, XX-dong, Gangnam-gu, Seoul. As a hero chosen by this world, I want to help you. I will repeat this message…]

Even with the overlap, I could distinguish the two voices perfectly.

One was simply spoken, but the other… The other was engraved into my very soul.

Without thinking, I shot to my feet.

Maybe—just maybe—this ordeal could finally end.

Maybe, I could start anew.

Holding onto that faint hope, I hurried toward the location Friede had given.

“Wow, even worse than when we first met Yuri… This is rough.”

“Ajin unnie, that messy Yuri was me…”

“Savage. Calling someone out to their face like that—truly peak Ajin behavior. Yeah.”

“Looking at Pepe, I’ve realized there are things even Sehee unnie’s strength can’t fix.”

“Bitch-Sehee isn’t omnipotent, you know. She’s just insanely strong and disgustingly rich—a former hero who made a career change.”

“Compared to the past, she’s at least somewhat tolerable now, right?”

***

Murmurs. Whispers.

Sehee was always the one who found and brought heroes, but this time, Park Dayoung had reeled in a real big catch.

The problem was that the three heroes gathered here were in no better shape than the new arrival.

Even after meeting like this, there wasn’t much they could do.

Living off Sehee unnie’s generosity, clinging to her like parasites, ‘what were they even capable of?’

At this point, all they could do was sit around and munch on metaphorical popcorn.

Three heroes gathered in one place, yet they were just idly waiting for her to arrive.

On one side of the table, the heroes affiliated with Friede scrutinized the newcomer.

She looked like an office worker—someone who should have been thriving in a proper job, full of energy from corporate life.

‘So why did she look so ragged?’

‘Does she have a story too?’

Dayoung recalled their encounter in front of the house earlier.

At first, she had hesitantly asked if this was the right place. 

Then, after a bit of awkwardness, she had bluntly stated that she was a hero, arriving on the signal of this house’s owner.

A hero.

That meant she was one of them—just like Dayoung, Ajin, Yuri, and Sehee unnie.

At first, it didn’t make sense, but after hearing a rough explanation, it was clear.

This woman…

She must have seen the video that Sehee and Ajin had put together.

“You should’ve told us if this was a thing.”

“I didn’t expect it to work so fast. I mean, unnie’s channel is popular, but it’s not like it’s a national broadcast.”

“Still, this is too fast…”

For just a few uploaded videos, the response was overwhelming!

“Um…”

The newcomer finally spoke, drawing everyone’s attention.

“Now that I think about it, we haven’t introduced ourselves. My name is Lee Jihae.”

As Dayoung, Ajin, and Yuri all turned to look at her, Jihae gave a slightly awkward smile.

Her voice was calm and composed, yet carried a firm sense of determination.

“I used to be a hero.”

As Jihae introduced herself, the other three adjusted their postures and responded in turn.

“I’m Park Dayoung. Former hero, now a streamer.”

“Ryu Ajin. Former hero, now an editor.”

“I’m Lee Yuri… I was a hero, and now I’m unemployed.”

“Nice to meet you, Jihae gay-nim. I’m Pepe.”2

‘Were they seriously going to fill this house with heroes at this rate?’

‘If it had reached this level in less than three months, who knew what it would look like in a year?’

Not that more heroes meant more value—the rarity was what made them special.

Still, the introduction helped ease the tension in the air.

‘Judging by her appearance, she’s probably older than unnie, right?’

Up until now, every hero they had met was younger than Sehee unnie.

This time, they finally had an older one.

Not that it mattered—without their powers, all heroes were naturally beneath Sehee unnie anyway.

Dayoung just hoped Jihae was a smooth, easygoing type.

And then—

***

-Growl.

A thunderous rumble echoed from someone’s stomach.

Jihae’s face flushed slightly, but she somehow managed to maintain her composure.

It was impressive, in a way.

Dayoung decided this was a good moment to get things organized.

There was no point discussing anything before unnie arrived.

They would just have to repeat everything later, so might as well wait.

That meant the next step was simple.

“If you don’t mind, why don’t you freshen up and have something to eat first? Hey, Ajin, that’s fine, right?”

“Huh? Oh, yeah. Sure.”

Ajin nodded absentmindedly.

Considering how rough Jihae looked, leaving her like this wasn’t an option.

“I’m not sure about your size, but I’ll find something for you to wear. You don’t look like you’ve eaten properly either, so I’ll set up a meal. Take a shower first.”

“Oh, um… Thank you. It’s been tough until now, so I really appreciate it.”


Fast decision-making. 

No unnecessary dragging.

Dayoung liked that.

As the first hero chosen by unnie, she resolved to manage the situation well until Sehee unnie arrived.



 
  Chapter 143: Determination





A calm and gentle song subtly filled the space, perfectly complementing the atmosphere of the place.

A restrained interior without any decorations… a minimalist setting… and occasionally, people dressed in mourning attire passed by.

I had realized it when I visited my parents after returning to Earth, but once again, I was reminded that this was a place stripped of laughter and joy.

***

“They all look the same.”

This wasn’t the place where my parents rested.

“Let’s see… Room 213…”

As I walked down the hallway, I arrived at my destination and stepped inside.

Recalling the name I had heard from the goddess, I looked at the name engraved on the urn in the room.

And then…

“I found you.”

A photograph of a man, who seemed to be about the same age as I was before I was summoned to this world, was displayed.

I let out a wry smile toward the photo and awkwardly greeted it.

“It’s been a while.”

Of course, there was no response. 

‘But if he were alive in front of me, I had a feeling he’d be demanding to know why I was here.’

The name inscribed before me—Park Jungsoo.

The hero summoned before me. 

And… the hero who was defeated by the Demon King, fell into darkness, and later stood in my way.

“So this is what you really looked like.”

Despite knowing of him, the man in the photograph felt strangely unfamiliar.

According to the goddess, he had once looked just like me when he was a hero. 

But when I encountered him, he had already been corrupted, transformed into a monstrous being.

Back then, in this world, he had taken on the form of a woman. 

So, in a way, this was my first time seeing his ‘real’ appearance.

“As for how I’ve been… I protected the world, returned to Earth, and am doing well.”

There was no particular reason I was reporting to him—I just felt like talking.

“Talking to empty air in my room would be weird, you know?”

There was no reply, but I kept speaking anyway.

“I’ve been gathering heroes lately. At first, it felt like a collector’s obsession, but honestly, it’s kind of cool, isn’t it? A gathering of heroes who saved different worlds and made it back home. Since I like flashy things, I figured collecting heroes would be the grandest thing possible.”

“Then yesterday, I was reminiscing about the past with one of those heroes and in the middle of it all, I suddenly thought of you.”

“Maybe that’s why, while gathering heroes, your face came to mind.”

“I wonder… am I even allowed to do something like this, when I failed to save the one person I should have?”

“If I had been more patient… if I had taken my time and tried harder… could I have saved you and brought you back to Earth with me?”

The goddess told me to give up.

But even now, the look in your eyes, right before you vanished by my sword, lingers in my mind.

Maybe the so-called strength of a hero is nothing more than the result of forcing painful memories into the deepest corners of one’s mind.

‘Is this what they call PTSD?’

***

“It was hard back then. You were strong—strong enough that I had to risk my life just to fight you. Just as I was blessed by the goddess, you were blessed by the Demon King. I guess you could say we were evenly matched.”

The wounds have long since healed, but the excruciating pain remains burned into my soul.

That’s why… whenever I remember you, that pain resurfaces.

The sensation of my heart being ripped apart, my head exploding, my body crushed into pulp, my mind torn to shreds—pain in its purest form.

“You were strong enough to make even a monster like me struggle. That says a lot, doesn’t it?”

There was a simple reason I was able to surpass ordinary heroes.

The strength of the demons was one issue, but more importantly, a hero—an extraordinary force—had crossed over to their side.

If we weren’t careful, all the worlds under the goddess’s protection would have been plunged into hell.

So the goddess took drastic measures.

She made a decision: to break the very limits and constraints of what it meant to be a hero.

Pooling all the world’s blessings, providence, and divine protection into a single being, she would create the ultimate weapon.

And after discussions with Earth, she summoned me—the one with the greatest potential.

That was what the goddess told me, just before I faced the Demon King in battle.

Keeping that in mind… it really shows just how powerful you were.

You were the greatest obstacle before my final battle, and in some ways, even harder to defeat than the Demon King himself.

“Still… overcoming such trials is what makes a hero, isn’t it?”

I let out a quiet sigh.

“Yet, when you needed saving the most, all I gave you was death. Do I really deserve to be called a hero?”

The man in the photograph remained silent.

I never expected an answer.

But still… something about the silence carved away at a part of me, leaving behind an inexplicable sense of loss and disappointment.

Humans… emotions… I still don’t understand them.

“There’s no point in dwelling on this, is there? I should stop. Maybe I’m just doing this to make excuses for myself.”

With that, I pulled out my phone—the one I had turned off earlier to avoid any distractions.


	Beep.



As it powered back on, the familiar notification sound rang out.

Glancing at the screen, I saw a message from Dayoung.

[Unnie, hurry back. A new hero has arrived.]

‘Ah… another one has come.’

“You see that? A new hero has arrived. That makes four now.”

‘If they came looking for us, then… they probably saw the video Ajin and I made.’

‘There would be no reason for them to come directly to my house otherwise.’

After receiving Dayoung’s message about the appearance of a new hero, I couldn’t stay here any longer.

I turned to the photograph one last time and gave my final farewell.

“I have to go now. I might not come back here again… but I hope you can rest in peace.”

I thought maybe I’d find an answer by coming here.

But in the end, I left with nothing—no answers, no responses. 

‘Maybe I was just being pathetically sentimental on my own.’

***

I was leaving the building when it happened.

Beyond the door, there was only a blinding white light, with nothing reflected in it.

And standing in front of that light… was someone staring right at me.

“You are…?”

A demon’s armor, sculpted from melted human flesh.

A grotesque form, its twisted frame covered in countless mouths and eyes, all writhing on its skin.

Yet… the face was unmistakable.

A face forever etched into my memory.

“The former hero?”

‘Had I finally gone insane? Was this a hallucination? An illusion?’

For the first time since returning to Earth, I felt a wave of sheer panic crash over me.

‘If this was real, it was a disaster beyond measure—so overwhelming that I couldn’t even think about unleashing my power.’


	Creak.



Every movement sent a horrific, distorted wail through its warped bones.

As it reached out toward me, the hero’s twisted face curved into a smile.

I couldn’t hear its voice, but its words seeped directly into my mind—an echo that resonated deep within my soul.

“If… another hero like me appears, will you save them this time?“

My body froze.

That moment came rushing back to me.

That day… in a world drenched in hellfire, blood, and corpses.

I was only one step away from the end when you stood in my way.

And with these very hands, wielding the holy sword… I struck you down.

If I’m being honest…

I might have just given up.

It was too much. 

I was exhausted.

I wanted it all to end as soon as possible.

I had fought alone for so long that even the passage of time had lost meaning.

In that moment, a series of faces flashed through my mind.

Dayoung, Ajin, Yuri… and even Eunha, despite being just an ordinary person.

They were different from my past as a hero. 

They were my precious bonds in the present.

***

“Ah… so that’s why. I was just an attention seeker, huh?”

Telling myself I became a streamer because I had defeated too many demons in silence…

That was just an excuse.

The truth was, I needed someone by my side.

Someone to stay with me.

Someone to endure with me.

Someone to move forward with me.

I answered with certainty.

“Yes. I am worthy.”

I nodded, conviction filling my voice.

“Because there are people who look up to me now. I can’t give up.”

I straightened my back, my determination unwavering.

“Because I am a hero. So if that moment ever comes again… I will save them.”

Even if I had to do it as a streamer, even if it meant collecting heroes—

This time, it would be different.

Because now, I was not alone.

Dayoung and Ajin were here with me.

Other heroes, my friends… they were all here, too.

I could feel my resolve solidifying, stronger than ever—more than when I was a hero.


	Drip.



At my answer, light rained down, and the former hero’s form melted away like ashes.

Like a butterfly emerging from a cocoon, the light grew ever brighter, stinging my eyes.

A golden cloak. Silver-white armor.

A woman, golden-haired and blue-eyed, wrapped in a radiant nebula.

Friede—that’s what they used to call me.

And… the hero who was once known as the Champion of Light.

She smiled, a knowing expression on her face, and spoke.

“Save me, next time.“

The light vanished.

The hero disappeared.

I found myself once again in the same familiar building, looking around before letting out a deep sigh.

Stepping outside, I was greeted by the brilliant sunlight illuminating the sky.

Somehow… its radiance reminded me of the light the former hero once carried.

“If another hero like me appears, will you save them this time?“


That question echoed in my mind once more.

If that moment ever comes…

Then I will, without a doubt…

“Save the hero.”



 
  Chapter 144: Going at one’s own pace





“That was a good meal. I’m alive.”

If there were ever a time to use the word “blessed,” it would be now, describing her.

‘Who would have thought she could clear the meal Yuri prepared this quickly? Sure, Yuri’s cooking was delicious, but the speed at which she ate was no ordinary thing.’

“You must have been starving for a long time.”

Anyone watching would think she hadn’t eaten in three days.

“Ah, yeah, pretty much. When I came back, my status, house, money—everything got reset. So for the past few days, I’ve basically been a beggar.”

Ajin looked flustered, but the woman just laughed casually as she answered.

The warrior who introduced herself as Lee Jihae… seemed to have nothing to do with any curses.

The details would have to wait until her sister returned, but for now, after washing up, eating, and taking a breather, she looked far more relaxed than Yuri had when she arrived.

‘See? She’s already bursting with energy just from eating.’

***

“Oh, by the way, do you smoke? I don’t have any cigarettes right now.”

Everyone blinked at the unexpected question. 

Oh, come to think of it, we’re all non-smokers.

“I don’t have any, but I’ll try to get some later.”

“Ah, thank you! Man, I’ve been craving Marlboros like crazy in this world. Haha. The place I was in was so far removed from modern society… If you can get some, I won’t refuse.”

The pitiful, whimpering look she had at the door earlier was completely gone. 

Instead, her bright and lively demeanor left everyone momentarily speechless.

“Oh, when is Friede-nim coming?”

“My sister? I contacted her, so she should be here soon. She won’t be late—she’s got plenty of free time.”

“Hee… I was really curious about what kind of amazing person could pull off that kind of trick with a smartphone. I can’t wait to meet her.”

Her eyes sparkled with excitement, making her seem almost radiant.

She clearly had gone through a tough time, yet she was so full of energy.

It’s… kind of impressive.

***

“Why, are you jealous?”

“Eeek!?”

A voice suddenly whispered right next to her ear, sending a gust of breath against her skin. Dayoung let out a shriek.

All eyes turned in the same direction.

There, with her arms crossed and golden hair flowing, Sehee stood with a smile.

“I’m back.”

‘When did she even get here?’

“I’m Ji Sehee.”

Jihae blinked and took a closer look at the woman in front of her.

‘Ah. So this is Friede.’

‘No wonder people on the street earlier were so worked up about her.’

She had never seen such a naturally convincing beauty before.

Even among the so-called stunning people of this world, none could compare to the woman standing before her.

And on top of that…

“Oh, I’m Lee Jihae. I came running after I got your message, and… yeah, you’re pretty amazing.”

With her perceptive gaze, Jihae could see the overwhelming light radiating from Sehee.

It was as if the sun itself was shining right in front of her.

Even though they were both warriors, Jihae couldn’t help but feel a sense of awe at the sheer magnitude of her power.

No wonder she could send such an absurd message through a smartphone.

Well, with that level of ability, doing something bizarre like that must be easy.

“Let’s see… Your name is Lee Jihae. Age: 22.”

Sehee calmly read from a set of profile documents.

She had returned while the newly arrived warrior, Jihae, was washing up, eating, and taking a break.

Oh, she’s the same age as my sister. 

‘I thought she was older because of the formal clothes, but I guess I was just assuming things.’

Realizing how much she had judged at first glance, Dayoung quietly reflected on her own bias.

“If you don’t mind me asking… do you have any family?”

“I only had my mother… but she passed away from an illness before I was summoned to this world. So, it’s just me.”

“Oh, I’m sorry. That’s not what I meant to ask…”

“It’s fine.”

She waved it off without any sign of discomfort.

***

“Majored in law at S University… but expelled.”

‘Oh. That’s… kind of a big deal.’

Dayoung fell silent for a moment, sensing that Yuri and Ajin had also gone quiet, shifting their gazes awkwardly.

“What’s S University?”

“The top university in Korea.”

“Whoa. That’s impressive.”

‘Wait. Did her tone just sound a little off?’

Dayoung frowned slightly at the strange feeling but decided to focus on the conversation at hand.

“Hmm, my memory’s a bit fuzzy, but… judging by your age, you haven’t been in this world for very long, right? One or two years? Wouldn’t it be difficult to re-enroll after being missing for so long?”

“Ah, well, it’s kind of complicated.”

Scratching the back of her head, Jihae gave a wry smile.

“I’m from the class of ’28.”

“…What?”

“Huh?”

“Excuse me?”

“Class of 2028? But it’s the year 2035.”

“Wait, don’t tell me you were some kind of child prodigy—”

“No, nothing like that. I’ve only been in this world for a little over a year, but when I came back, eight years had passed. The Demon King placed a curse on me—something about the curse of the yin-yang and time or whatever. The name is cringey, but I have to admit, the effects are real. I didn’t expect to return to a world where VR technology was actually a thing.”

“Wow. That’s brutal.”

Dayoung was left speechless, just listening to Jihae’s story.

Ajin and Yuri, too, seemed stunned into silence.

Losing eight years… Her status, wealth, and academic records all wiped out.

“I see.”

Sehee seemed strangely composed.

Thankfully, Jihae herself didn’t seem too affected by it.

Dayoung let out a small sigh of relief, but at the same time, she couldn’t help but internally shake her head at how ridiculously twisted Jihae’s life had become.

She had been at a prestigious university but got expelled because of her life as a warrior.

‘What kind of absurd situation was this?’

When warriors return to Earth, they always start off either as missing persons or presumed dead. 

After all, they’ve been missing for over a year, with no body to be found.

So, when they return, they have to re-register their identity. 

Normally, this isn’t too difficult.

Dayoung and Ajin had both been warriors and returned after just over a year. 

The same went for Yuri.

Yuri, for unavoidable reasons, still had to wait another year, but even then, it would only be a total of two years. 

That was still a manageable period to bounce back from, and it wasn’t like they had been sitting around doing nothing during that time.

‘But eight years?’ That changed everything.

She would have to rebuild her entire life from scratch—whether it was her career, education, or any research she had been working on.

‘If she had stayed just a few more years, she would have been on the verge of graduating from a top university, but instead, she got expelled because she became a warrior.’

‘If only she had at least graduated before getting summoned…’

‘At least with the Demon King’s curse, there was a clear enemy to blame. But this? This could easily spiral into a deep resentment toward the entire world.’

‘Wait… hold on. If she restores her identity, won’t her official age be 30?’

Dayoung had just been silently thanking the Demon King of the world she had been in for not pulling the same stunt, but she quickly shook her head to clear her thoughts.

No, now wasn’t the time to dwell on that.

She glanced at Sehee, who seemed completely unconcerned.

Her confidence came from the fact that she already had enough wealth to handle any problems that might arise.

***

“Hobbies… band activities? You can write and compose songs?”

“I started as a hobby in middle school. That was when I really got into music. But I wouldn’t say I’m particularly talented… I kinda suck. Haha!”

“And yet, you still got into S University? That’s impressive.”

At Sehee’s praise, Dayoung, Ajin, and Yuri all nodded in agreement.

‘Was she the most intelligent one in the warrior party?’

None of them were bad at studying, but S University was on another level.

And now, here she was, standing confidently in front of them—a former student of that very school. 

On top of that, ‘she had even been in a band during middle school?’

Somehow, it stung a little.

No, focus. 

No need for useless thoughts.

‘Actually… this might be a good thing?’

Regardless of her skill in playing instruments or singing, the fact that she could write and compose music was valuable.

‘Maybe they could ask her to create background music for Sehee’s broadcasts? If it were exclusive to Friede’s channel, it would be pretty unique.’

“Accepted!”

“Huh? Just like that?”

Ajin asked in disbelief, but Sehee responded as if it were the most obvious thing in the world.

“Yeah. There’s no problem with it. More importantly, what about you, Jihae? Do you want to stay here until you get settled?”

“Sure! I’ll put down my roots here.”

“That was way too fast!”

And with that, Room 503 finally found an occupant.

For now, they were all gathered in Room 501, where Yuri was staying, since 503 needed some organizing and a quick inspection.

The table in front of them was now filled with drinks, snacks, and a variety of dishes.

‘If they were welcoming a new housemate, what better way to bond than over drinks?’

After all, they were going to be living together.

“Then I guess I should go first?”

At my words, Jihae’s eyes sparkled with interest as she eagerly nodded.

It seemed like she hadn’t expected to find herself in a gathering of warriors and was genuinely excited about the novelty of it.

Then, raising her hand, Jihae made a suggestion.

“Since we’re all warriors, let’s take this chance to introduce what kind of warriors we were!”

“Hmm, that sounds good.”

Yuri nodded in agreement.

Well, with this many warriors in one place, it wasn’t a bad idea to get organized.

All eyes naturally turned to me.

I guess I was supposed to start.

Just before taking a sip of my drink, I calmly began my introduction.

“My name is Ji Sehee. I’m 22 years old. My background is that of a warrior in a dark fantasy world.”

“Ohh, dark fantasy. Ooooh.”

The reactions felt a little exaggerated, but whatever. 

It was understandable.

I savored the crisp, dry taste of the sparkling wine before nodding toward Dayoung.

“I’m Park Dayoung. I’m 21 years old, and I was a magical girl from an organization.”

“Ooooh, a magical girl at that age? So… you can transform?”

“Ugh! I-I don’t know anything about that!”

‘At that age, huh…?’

Well, from what I had seen, her appearance in that form was admittedly pretty cute.

While Dayoung fumbled to recover from Jihae’s comment, Ajin hesitated before speaking up with a slight pout.

“Ryu Ajin. I’m 20. A student at a psychic academy. Nice to meet you.”

“Oh, an academy student. Did you have to wear a uniform?”

“Yeah… I brought it with me, actually.”

‘Wait, she had something like that?’

“I’m Lee Yuri. I’m 17, and I was a warrior in a fantasy world.”

“Aww, you’re the youngest! And you’re great at cooking, too. Your future husband is gonna be lucky.”

“……”

“Yeah! I’m Pepe. As for me, I’m a patrio—mmpf!”

With the round of introductions finished, all eyes turned to Jihae.

She had been munching on snacks with a fascinated expression as she listened, but now she cleared her throat and confidently introduced herself.

“I’m Lee Jihae. I’m 22, same age as Sehee! I was a warrior in a world of yokai and martial artists.”

“…?”


“Oh, by the way, I’m just gonna go ahead and speak casually, okay? Let’s all be comfortable with each other.”

With a playful V-sign and a grin, Jihae completely shattered any remaining formalities.

“Looking forward to getting along with you all!”

This girl… was a natural at breaking down barriers.



 
  Chapter 145: Camping is Irresistible





—Hoo-wook.

“Puhah~!”

As I exhaled all at once after taking a deep drag, thick smoke billowed out with an intense force. 

It was practically a dragon’s breath.

“Ah, that hit too hard. I’m getting dizzy. Anyway, thanks, Sehee. You saved me.”

“Don’t smoke too much. It won’t give you cancer, but it’s still better not to. Well, anyway…”

Leaning against the terrace railing and tilting my head back, the night sky naturally reflected in my eyes.

With my long blonde hair maintaining a slight weighty pull on my head, I turned to Jihae and asked, “Yuri can’t go outside because of the curse, so that’s understandable, but you’re physically fine. Once your identity is restored, what do you want to do first?”

“Hmm… not sure.”

—Ssshh, fwooh~.

Jihae took a slow drag from her cigarette, savoring it, before speaking in a slightly subdued voice.

“I was only in this world for about a year, but when I came back, eight years had passed… My family is gone, and I’m completely alone. I really don’t know. Too much time has passed—I’m not even sure if I can go back to school. Do I have to take the college entrance exam all over again?”

The self-deprecating tone in her voice made it difficult to offer any empty words of comfort.

Heroes who return to Earth usually struggle, but Jihae’s situation was clearly beyond what anyone could easily handle.

At least Yuri, who was cursed, still had her family and could return to her normal life in about a year. 

Jihae, on the other hand, had no one left.

Even if I helped, there was only so much I could do to make up for her losses. 

Her entire life plan—getting into a prestigious university and chasing a bright future—had been completely derailed.

“The world changed too much while I was gone. Virtual reality? What the hell is that? Back in my day, we only had VR headsets.”

“Yeah, I get that.”

‘Who could have imagined that an online swordsmanship academy would become a reality?’ Even though the goddess had set it up, I was just as shocked at first.

“Ha~!”

As Jihae let out a sigh while looking at the city lights, there was a faint trace of regret in her expression.

“I still don’t know. Honestly, I’ve been thinking about it for the past few days since returning, but… the me who used to be so confident in my intelligence and academic ability is gone.”

She held up her cigarette, now down to the last drag, idly twirling it between her fingers. 

The smoke danced in the air as she moved her hand.

Watching the swirling smoke, I instinctively reached over and smoothly plucked the cigarette from her fingers, placing it between my lips.

Jihae stared at me, dumbfounded at having her cigarette stolen, but I ignored her gaze and took a deep inhale.

As I breathed in, the smoke seeped deep into my lungs. 

‘Maybe it was because I was a hero, but the nicotine hit felt surprisingly strong.’

‘So this is why people smoke.’

“What do you think, Jihae?”

As I exhaled, the smoke drifted upward, and I smiled.

“Convincing?”

“Pfft, haha! Not even close. You look like a total poser.”

“Well, everyone starts as a poser.”

Jihae chuckled, and I grinned in response.

“Look, Jihae. I get that everything feels uncertain right now, but here’s how I see it.”

Our eyes met. 

She was smiling on the outside, playing it cool, but I could see the uncertainty in her gaze—the fear she couldn’t hide.

“When we first stepped into that world, we had no idea what was going on, but we still became heroes. Forget the Demon King’s curse and all that nonsense—just think of this as an extension of that journey. And if things ever get too hard, just tell me. I’ll help you.”

I could never ignore someone struggling to hide their wounds after being left all alone in the world.

“Alright, let’s get some sleep. It’s already late. The couch is big enough—just crash there.”

Inside, I could see Dayoung and Ajin sprawled out, already asleep. 

They were definitely going to regret this when they woke up with hangovers.

Yuri wasn’t around, so she had probably gone to her room to sleep.

After everything today, it made sense that everyone was completely wiped out.

“Hey, Sehee.”

“Hm?”

When I turned at Jihae’s call, she flashed a grin and said, “Well, if you ever have a hard time, just let me know. I’ll listen.”

“You wish.”

***

I dumped everyone into Room 501 and went up to my own room.

Rather than sleeping right away, I had my usual nighttime ritual—staring at my monitor’s glow before bed.

I logged into the channel’s message board.

And…

[Boss, are you fucking AFK again?!]

[You didn’t quit streaming, right? It’s freezing in here, but I still believe in you, Boss.]

[LMAO, you won first place, so the game’s basically over. No more streams?]

[Bet the dude’s chilling somewhere, eating fried chicken.]

[Excuse me, chicken?! Our Boss only dines on steak, thank you very much.]

[If it’s Friede, she probably survives on dewdrops and never poops. LOL. Prove me wrong.]

[Man, ever since Friede stopped streaming, life’s been kinda dull.]

[“I’ve become someone who can’t live without Friede!”]

For someone who had been on an extended hiatus, public opinion was surprisingly… positive(?).

I expected to see all kinds of insults, slander, and wild speculation fueled by bitterness, but instead, it was just minor complaints. 

Compared to the kind of hate I had braced myself for, this was practically a blessing.

I felt guilty about the fact that these people were eagerly waiting for my return, but the truth was, I had no intention of streaming anytime soon. 

Streaming and drinking don’t mix well, and things tend to go south when they do.

‘Wait—now that I think about it, haven’t I done that a few times before?’

‘Should I stream or not…?’

Sitting at my desk, I spun my chair around multiple times. 

Eventually, I scratched the back of my head with a tinge of guilt before making a firm decision.

“It’s a hassle.”

‘Maybe it was because I suddenly had more heroes to take care of, or maybe it was just laziness kicking in, but my body simply refused to cooperate.’ 

Besides, I even went outside today.

Surely, if the world blamed me, I could at least forgive myself.

Rather than streaming, handling other tasks seemed like a more productive use of my time.

I opened my inbox for the first time in a while.

Even though I had given Ajin full control over the stream, chat moderation, message board, and editing, email management was still one of the few tasks I handled personally.

‘Why? Well… because it involved my personal life.’

People might assume that since I had no family or friends, I had nothing to keep private, but even someone like me had secrets worth protecting.

Everyone has things they don’t want to share with others, no matter how big or small.

Unlike the message board that Ajin managed, my inbox was a complete mess. 

Even after several cleanups, it was still overwhelming—this alone felt like overtime work.

I skimmed through the subject lines, but there were no spam or troll emails. 

In the early days of my channel, I used to receive all sorts of borderline terroristic messages, but now most of them were business inquiries.

The majority were advertisements.

Most of them were game-related. 

Good content, sure, but honestly, I had played so many games that I was going through a bit of burnout. 

It was natural for my ranking to drop during a cooldown period like this.

There were also recruitment emails from talent agencies.

‘If I wanted to be part of an organization, I would’ve joined STK ages ago. There’s no agency with more name recognition than them.’

And lastly, offers to join professional esports teams.

“I already said I’m not going pro.”

The subject lines practically oozed desperation, as if they were determined not to let me slip away.

But since I wasn’t interested, there was no point in giving them false hope.

As I was deleting irrelevant emails, one particular subject line caught my eye.

At first glance, I wondered if it was a mistake rather than spam.

“It’s an advertisement, but…”

Curious, I clicked on it.

Inside was a detailed briefing, complete with text, images, and attached files.

I read through each sentence carefully, and unlike other sponsorship offers, this one actually piqued my interest.

It wasn’t about the potential earnings—it was just something that seemed genuinely fun.

So, what was it about…?

“Car camping, huh?”

A well-known car brand was offering me a chance to review their new camper van.

At first, I tilted my head in confusion.

“Why would they send this to me?”

Sure, I was a successful streamer, but I wasn’t influential enough to be in the top 100 most impactful figures in society or anything.

‘Do car companies advertise like this now? Then again, it wasn’t just a regular car—it was a camper van, so I guess it made sense.’

***

After carefully reviewing the details, I realized the video was meant to be uploaded on YouTube rather than aired on traditional TV or fixed-platform ads.

Once I understood that, it started making sense.

The ad concept was simple: drive the new camper van to a designated campsite, spend two days and one night, and enjoy the experience.

There would be a loose script to ensure smooth production, but other than that, there weren’t any major restrictions.

Plus, I could edit and monetize the footage however I wanted.

Best of all, since it was a large camper van, I could bring people along.

“Up to five people.”

That was an oddly perfect number.

I could count the people close to me on one hand.

Dayoung, my companion and fellow streamer.


Ajin, my editor, cameraman, and all-around assistant.

Yuri, my companion and our designated chef.

Jihye, our newest member… and a bard(?).

‘This might actually… be fun.’



 
  Chapter 146: Going Camping with the Hero





Not all advertisements had to be complicated and difficult to understand.

Especially when it came to filming review videos for platforms like NewTube. 

If a company provided a new product, the key was to enjoy it as much as possible—enough for viewers to find it appealing.

The main focus of this advertisement was an extension of the well-established camping content known as “car camping.” 

Typically, people would take their cars and enjoy a one-night, two-day camping trip. 

The idea of driving out into nature and camping had become a subtle dream for many.

I searched for car camping videos on NewTube. 

Most people seemed to modify mid-sized cars before heading out. 

The routine was simple: drive to a campsite, park, set up for dinner, sleep, and then return home. 

But something about camping in nature carried a certain aesthetic—calm and leisurely.

Especially in autumn, with fallen leaves, or on snowy winter days, the scenery added an extra layer of charm.

‘It’s already mid-April.’

Spring, the season of blooming life, was in full swing.

Even if it wasn’t cherry blossoms, this time of year always had a deep and serene atmosphere. 

Any campsite should be quite nice around now.

I started looking up information about the “new product” provided by the company.

“Ohh~.”

The large, spacious camper van displayed on my monitor made its presence known. 

It was easy to see why it was designed for up to five people.

The attached video explained the camper van’s structure and how to use it. 

The campsite was already well-known for accommodating large vehicles.

There were other details, like the schedule and precautions, but they were all common sense—nothing that required much thought.

As for other camping supplies, we could just buy whatever was necessary.

Now, the only thing left was to gather the party members…

***

“Camping? A car camping stream?”

Dayoung, still groggy from a hangover, gave me a confused look.

“A company called WVS is launching a new camper van and sent a sponsorship email. The offer looks good, so I thought making content out of it wouldn’t be a bad idea.”

“Wow! I really want to ride it!”

Yuri’s eyes sparkled with excitement, but Dayoung felt a briefing was necessary first.

“If it’s a camper van, that means you’re not going alone. Can I see the details of the ad?”

“Yeah, here. Actually, I brought it up with everyone because I want us to go together. I’d like you all to check it out and decide.”

That made sense. 

‘If she were going alone, there’d be no need to bring it up with us.’

‘Maybe not Ajin, since she was just the editor, but…’

‘Camping, huh…’

Car camping sounded like a hassle.

When Sehee shared the briefing document via messenger, Dayoung slowly skimmed through it.

Despite having plenty of experience as a streamer, she was almost a complete novice when it came to camping. 

After all, her main content was gaming.

The first thing she checked was the specs of the vehicle being provided. 

Fortunately, it was a large camper van.

The most important part was the interior, and it was immaculate. 

A neat and stylishly designed space, complete with all the necessary facilities. 

It could put most living spaces to shame.

‘This is… kind of on another level.’

Then again, considering her sister drove a Rolls-Royce, this level of luxury wasn’t surprising.

WVS was a globally renowned brand, so maybe they targeted her sister for the sponsorship because of her wealth and luxury image.

Besides, car camping might sound nice in theory, but if the car wasn’t prepped properly, it could easily turn into survival training rather than leisure.

Campsites were usually located in scenic spots, meaning they were close to nature—which also meant dealing with bugs, including mosquitoes.

Thinking about it from that perspective, the camper van itself was appealing.

A high-end camper van was like starting a game at max level.

It was big enough to accommodate everyone, so there wouldn’t be any of the usual struggles of cramming into a mid-sized car like a game of Tetris.

“The car is nice. But car camping in harsh conditions is the worst. Glad that won’t be an issue.”

“Right?”

Ajin, who had been studying the layout, nodded as she carefully checked the movement paths inside the van.

“The driver’s seat is connected to the main area, so moving around while filming should be easy. You’re doing this as a vlog, right?”

“Yeah. But I also think we should do a partial livestream in the evening. A night outdoor stream could work well.”

Dayoung, who had been searching online, looked satisfied.

“I looked up the campsite we were assigned to, and it’s known for its night views. The key is deciding what content to stream during the night segment.”

“Speaking of which, Yuri, I have a favor to ask.”

“Huh? Me?”

“Yeah. I was thinking of doing a cooking segment—camping and barbecue parties go hand in hand.”

Unlike Yuri, who pointed at herself in surprise, Dayoung immediately reacted with alarm.

“Wait, wait. Hold on. Yuri can’t leave this place.”

Yuri had only been here for about a year, but within that time, leaving the building had become difficult for her.

More accurately, leaving in her original form was the problem.

Because when she stepped outside, her appearance would change—into that of a burly man.

A man barging into the outdoor car camping stream of a top-tier, ultra-popular, insanely beautiful streamer… ‘And spending the night together in the camper van?’

Dayoung suddenly felt dizzy, her mind spinning. 

She could already predict how the community and chat would explode, how wild speculations would flood in. 

No—compared to reality, her predictions would be like a firefly before the sun. 

No matter what she imagined, the backlash would be even worse.

“Ugh! I suddenly feel nauseous.”

“So, you thought the same thing?”

Ajin’s face had gone pale, and Dayoung couldn’t help but sympathize.

A single night of car camping content with a man would spark endless rumors, and in the worst case, it could even blow up the entire channel. 

This could be what they call the “forced retirement angle.”

All the popularity she had built up as a freelance streamer, rising endlessly—gone in a single night, vanishing like a bubble.

“Unni, what about Yuri? You’re not seriously taking her in that changed form, right? If you are, then I’m against this whole thing.”

“I… I agree. Th-this could, could totally lead to the channel being shut down.”

Unlike their panicked reactions, Sehee remained unbothered. 

She wasn’t oblivious to their concerns, and more importantly…

“I have a solution.”

She had already thought it through.

“We just need to fortify the camper van. And if we enchant the accessories with a blessing, even if she falls asleep, she’ll be able to maintain her form for a while.”

“Oh, that?”

It was something they had experimented with before through Ajin—artifacts infused with her older sister’s power and blessings.

They only lasted about a minute, but in that brief time, they could even unlock a hero’s original strength.

Remembering that, their worries finally eased.

“The power level stays the same, but the duration is extended. If we tweak it right, it should last at least a full day and night.”

“Oh, then that’s fine.”

Yeah, that would work.

With the biggest issue resolved, the only thing left was whether Yuri would agree to it.

“I think making a few nice-looking dishes would be a good idea. We can prep the ingredients beforehand.”

The cooking content didn’t have to be anything fancy.

Whether it ended in chaotic disasters one after another, resulting in some twisted culinary horror from the underworld, or whether it was a perfectly curated masterpiece—it didn’t matter.

What viewers cared about wasn’t the food itself but the streamer’s journey in making it.

The key point was simple: cooking outdoors with a beautiful streamer like her sister.

“Right? We’ll pick a menu that won’t be too much of a burden for Yuri, and if it gets hard, we can help her.”

Sehee smiled gently.

“I want Yuri to be the chef for the heroes.”

“Got it! No worries!”

“Ah, um…”

At the sound of Jihae hesitantly raising her hand, everyone turned their attention to her.

“Would it be possible to rent a guitar? An acoustic one would be great.”

“Guitar?”

Sehee tilted her head, and Jihae gave an awkward smile before confidently explaining.

“Well, we won’t just be sitting around after eating, right? I just had this picture in my head—gathering around a fire at night, eating, drinking, and playing some music. You know, like a campfire vibe.”

“Heh…”

As Ajin let out a small sound of admiration, Dayoung, who had been taking notes in a memo app, marked it as an important point.

“That sounds good. There’s a fire pit available, and if the sky’s clear, the night view will be amazing. The only concern is… Jihae, how’s your guitar playing?”

“Of course! You can leave it to me.”

At this level, there wasn’t much room for argument. 

It was actually a pretty solid idea.

***


The next day, a new announcement was posted on Friede’s channel.

Since she had been practically inactive for a while, the sudden post sent viewers rushing to the channel’s bulletin board.

And at the top of the page, they saw a very simple title:

[Friede is going car camping for a live outdoor stream.]
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[When is our queen coming back?]
Author: 00

—”We’ve been waiting forever, but that damn woman—what has she even been doing all this time? Is she so untouchable now because she swept every event, ranked first in solo queue before the end of the last season, and dominated the entire knockout tournament?”

“So now, is it all about making money, picking up a half-decent-looking guy, getting all over each other, biting, rubbing, moaning, and just going at it?”

[Seusutdaya: Gathers things up]

[Loo: You’re gay…]

[Hope5555: Crazy bastard, gathers things up LOL]

[Ilgwangsogeom: Every AV actress out there better be on high alert. If that damn woman debuts in AV, they’re all out of jobs. LMAO]

[Bulgeunyeonkkot: Don’t you dare talk about her like that, you filthy pieces of shit.]

[Sweethannam: Our queen Friede would never do something so disgraceful. She’s a noble ojousama who drives a Rolls-Royce Swagtail. She carries herself with elegance and class.]

[Bbaeppaejwa (Fake): You’re gay…]

***

[I’ll write a novel until Friede starts streaming again.]

Author: Kimkkaetturakku

[(A high-quality illustration attached)

Title: The Deep and Secret Affairs of the Golden-Haired, Blue-Eyed Internet Star

Synopsis:
A noble ojousama and a rising internet star, she is both the owner of this channel and the queen of this community. This story follows her and her younger brother’s friend, as things get… complicated and very messy.

-Prologue-
One day, after a game of soccer, I went to my friend’s house. But my friend wasn’t home—only his older sister was there, sleeping on the couch. She was a golden-haired, blue-eyed beauty, an internet star with I-cup proportions.

And so…

(If you want to read more and see additional illustrations, give this post a thumbs up!)]

[Seusutdaya: Gathers things up]

[Ilgwangsogeom: Whoa, this artwork is insane. Is this supposed to be Friede?]

[Kimkkaetturakku: Ahem, excuse me. The female character in this illustration has no connection to any real person.]

[Loo: The setup screams Friede. And if that model isn’t based on her, then who else could it be?]

[Kimkkaetturakku: There are plenty of blonde-haired, blue-eyed people in this world!]

[Hope5555: The art quality is insane.]

[Theminator: These guys are being so bold with their real usernames. Y’all have fun at the police station.]

[Kimkkaetturakku: Nope, there’s nothing to get caught for.]

[Theminator: Your keyboard might be fearless, but your fingers are trembling in fear.]

***

[Is this even the same content genre anymore?]

Author: Nunareulmeogneunmidir

—”Lately, I don’t know if it’s someone pulling the strings behind the scenes, but even our queen isn’t streaming. It feels like the genre has changed. When Friede first appeared, she used to stream with such passion. Now, it seems like she’s lost her direction.”

[Theminator: Midir, you fool. Why would a woman who’s supposedly worth hundreds of billions waste her energy on streaming?]

[Loo: Damn, this is making me bitter as hell. So we’re just her online friends, here to entertain her as a hobby? I wanted to be someone important in Friede’s life.]

[Zikgagateubelreot: Keep dreaming.]

[LLAmpadu: That level of delusion is a disease.]

***

[This is all because the queen isn’t streaming.]

Author: Tikkeulmoapasan

—”If she had just been consistently streaming, none of this would’ve happened. How many times can we keep rewatching her old content? At this rate, my monitor’s going to wear out from replaying the same streams. The fans are going crazy because there’s nothing new to watch.”

[Loo: The mods are doing their job, so things will be under control soon.]

[Theminator: The posts get deleted quickly, but they just keep popping up, and it’s getting annoying.]

[Sweethannam: Just hold on a little longer. She will return.]

[Friedegarangidakkgae: Nope, she’s not coming back. More fanfics and lewd art of Friede are going to flood in instead.]

[Sweethannam: Burn in hell, you demon.]

Unlike Friede’s meticulously monitored official channel, managed 24/7 by Ajin as if it were under lockdown, her newly formed minor gallery on this external site was descending into absolute chaos.

Her channel’s forum was an essential part of her brand, an extension of her stream, so she couldn’t ignore it. 

But this minor gallery was different. 

It was no different from the gaming forums where people casually gossiped about her. 

It wasn’t officially under her jurisdiction, so Ajin didn’t monitor it.

That meant it had slipped through the cracks of moderation.

And because of that, it had become a cesspool of lewd jokes and dark rumors about her. 

If this continued, it was only a matter of time before things spiraled out of control. 

At some point, a horde of desperate fans would snap and flood the place with outright obscene content. 

Some were already lurking, waiting for that moment like vultures.

But in times of chaos, a hero always emerges.

Just as the Friede Minor Gallery was about to explode in a frenzy, a post appeared like a comet streaking across the night sky.

Anyone who had spent time in this community would recognize the name. 

A user who seemed to know everything about Friede. 

A notorious name that carried weight.

It was Bbaeppaejwa.

***

[Yo, you brain-dead morons, I’ve got some breaking news!]
Author: Bbaeppaejwa (Fake)

(A badass camper van image attached)

—”Friede’s camping stream is happening!!! She’s doing a car-camping and cooking content stream! She’ll be traveling for two days and one night with streamer Forming, editor Ajin, and two additional guests. Our queen is about to make a legendary comeback! WWWWWW”

[Loo: Dude, calm down.]

[Jigeukarterbelt: Wow, what’s up with that camper van? How much does it cost?]

[Tikkeulmoapasan: It’s from WVS. I just looked it up, and it seems like a newly released model. Camping enthusiasts on international forums are all eyeing this luxury edition. It’s a limited model, so the price is insanely high. Just like how Pride rolls around in a Rolls-Royce, now even the broadcasts are openly going for a luxury strategy. Seriously.]

[Seowithannam: Looks like Pride’s channel has finally wrapped up their strategy meetings. This proves they’ve committed to a high-cost, high-efficiency content plan that no other streamer has dared to attempt. This will set Pride apart from other internet broadcasts—a premium, advanced approach. Pride is pursuing a high-end, fine-dining-like broadcast style. Nothing can stop this. It’s going to be absolute chaos. Stay tuned!]

[Pepe (Fake): Yeah~!]

***

“This isn’t even camping anymore—it’s glamping. Real campers would call this a scam.”

Dayoung let out a hollow chuckle as she stared at the sleek camper van, conceding defeat.

She had taken a look inside, and honestly, it was more luxurious than most homes. 

There were probably plenty of people who would say they could just live here permanently.

“What’s there to be hesitant about, Dayoung? Let’s just trust in Bitch Sehee’s wealth and go all out!”

Hearing Pepe’s enthusiastic suggestion to fully embrace the freeloader lifestyle, Dayoung felt some of her tension fade away. 

Yeah, she really should be used to this by now. 

After all, she was the first warrior chosen by her sister.

Shaking off unnecessary thoughts, she gave a firm reminder.

“Shut up. This isn’t a place just anyone can wander into, but still, stay close to the camper van. Just in case.”

“Don’t worry.”

Even though she knew it was best to keep him in sight, she still wasn’t sure if bringing him along was the right choice.

‘Well… nothing’s going to happen.’

Worrying about an uncertain future that might not even come was pointless.

Just then, she heard familiar voices along with the sound of busy movement behind her.

“Whoa, whoa, make way! Coming through!”

A group of Ajin’s clones, each carrying a piece of luggage, made their way down to the parking lot.

They effortlessly hoisted items larger than their own bodies and loaded them into the trunk. 

Overseeing them, Ajin kept a sharp eye on her clones, giving firm instructions.

“Hey, be careful not to scratch anything. Don’t make my sister’s bank account take another hit.”

Dayoung thought she saw one of the clones’ expressions momentarily twist in frustration. 

She blinked and looked again, but as always, they were completely expressionless.

‘Did I imagine that?’

Well, Ajin had said they didn’t have separate consciousness, so it should be fine.

Thanks to them, all the heavy lifting was taken care of without her having to move a muscle.

Even considering differences in abilities, she had to admit—it was incredibly convenient. 

‘If someone could use Ajin’s power freely, it would be insanely useful in the real world.’

Looking at the trunk, now packed full of supplies, she couldn’t help but be impressed.

There were all the essentials for a barbecue party, a massive fire pit, coffee wood charcoal, oak firewood, relaxation chairs, a fire table, fishing rods…

One of the clones had climbed into the camper van and was stocking the fridge with pre-prepared food. 

Just the groceries alone must have cost nearly two million won.

Since there were five of them, Sehee had suggested going all out with the equipment. 

But looking at the sheer amount of stuff, Dayoung found herself shaking her head at the overwhelming impulse buying.

And then—

“Is everything loaded up?”

Sehee appeared, carrying her personal belongings. 

The rest of the party followed behind her, their faces completing the lineup of warriors.

“Yeah, we’re good to go, sis.”

“I put all the prepped food in the camper van’s fridge.”

With everyone signaling that they were ready, Sehee nodded and climbed into the driver’s seat.


“Alright, then—shall we hit the road?”

“Ohhh!”

“Yeah~!”

With Pepe’s slightly offbeat cheer mixed in, the warrior party excitedly piled into the camper van.
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A camper van speeding down the road… It exuded an overwhelming presence.

Even Sehee, who was driving it herself, felt that way. 

So, to the people outside, it must have been even more intense. 

The gleaming steel parts and the sheer bulk of the vehicle were enough to dwarf the surrounding passenger cars. 

Compared to when she had driven a Rolls-Royce, this gave off a completely different impression. 

The excitement bubbling up inside her made Sehee hum a tune between her lips.

“Hmm~ hm-hmm~.”

The camper van was already impressive, but she suddenly felt a strong urge to buy a tank and drive that instead. 

Of course, unlike the camper van, a tank came with too many real-world complications, making it impossible. 

Still, just imagining herself racing down the highway in a tank stirred the fiery racing instincts of Mad Max inside her.

“Unnie, you look like you’re having fun.”

“Yeah, it’s my first time, but it’s easier than I thought.”

“…What?”

Dayoung, who had been lounging comfortably while filming with a camcorder, sat up in shock.

‘What? Why is she so surprised?’

“Unnie, is this really your first time driving a big vehicle?”

“Yeah, I only have a license I never use.”

“Oh my god….”

‘Guess I’ll have to edit this part out,’ Dayoung muttered, shaking her head. 

‘Was she really that doubtful of Sehee’s driving skills?’ Sehee’s lips pouted slightly. 

‘If they kept this up, she might actually start feeling hurt.’

Thankfully, despite being the group’s designated bus driver, her skills hadn’t terrified either the passengers or the other cars on the road. 

She had defeated a Demon King before—handling a mere camper van was nothing.

***

“We’re streaming with a phone, right?”

“Yeah, IRL streams are best done on a phone. No need for fancy equipment. But when are we starting?”

“We’ll decide once we arrive.”

For the camper van review, Dayoung and Ajin were filming everything up close with two camcorders, collecting footage to edit later. 

However, a live outdoor broadcast required some planning. 

After all, they couldn’t just stream for 24 hours straight.

Just then, Yuri peeked out from the back with sparkling eyes.

“This is amazing. I’ve never been in a camper van before. I could totally live in here!”

“Right? I’m loving it too.”

“I thought it would feel cramped inside a vehicle, but even the kitchen is neat. Can we really use everything freely?”

“Yeah, as long as nothing gets damaged. And if something breaks, we just pay for it.”

At that moment, a small commotion erupted in the back.

“Ah, I said no!”

“Eh? It’s fine. I just wanna try filming too.”

“We need this footage for the stream—ugh! Hey, don’t get your face so close!”

“Why not~? Gotta show some friendly bonding~! That way, people will join in more.”

“Ugh…!”

Well, at least they seemed to be getting along.

“Wow! This is awesome!”

Hearing Yuri’s excited exclamation filled Sehee with pride, making her nod instinctively.

It was all thanks to her landing this amazing sponsorship deal. 

She wasn’t trying to brag, but she wished people would at least acknowledge her contribution.

***

“This location is great. I actually like this kind of camping.”

“Come to think of it, Dayoung, weren’t you kind of against the idea at first?”

“It wasn’t that I was against it… I just didn’t want to go far for leisure activities only to be surrounded by other people. But this place is nice. No one’s coming except us anyway.”

The camping site they had arrived at was even more stunning than it had looked online.

Large trees provided ample shade, and unless someone deliberately wandered over, there was no chance of strangers snooping around. 

That was the key feature. 

Everyone had different preferences, but Sehee personally enjoyed a certain degree of isolation during outdoor activities. 

Some might call her old-fashioned, but so what? The absence of outside interference allowed for a rare sense of peace and tranquility.

“N… No, I agree. So please… move…”

“Ajin is such a pushover. Without Sehee’s buff, she’s just a weakling hero~.”

“T-That’s not true…”

Sehee glanced over to see Ajin looking pale—not from motion sickness, but from something else—while Jihae clung to her arm.

It was oddly entertaining to watch people with completely different personalities sticking together. 

Well, first things first.

***

After parking the camper van, Sehee placed her hand on its side and focused. 

Just in case some random idiots decided to wander over, she set up a protective barrier.

Well, “barrier” was a bit of an exaggeration—it was really just a weak suggestion spell that would subconsciously deter people from approaching. 

But in a world without supernatural abilities, even that would work just fine.

A golden light briefly enveloped the camper van before fading, leaving Sehee feeling slightly drained. 

She let out a sigh.

Seriously, this planet seemed determined to make things difficult for a hero like her.

“Whoo! I’m free!”

With sudden energy, Ajin wrenched herself out of Jihae’s grip and let out a triumphant roar, looking completely relieved.

***

Now it was time to set up camp.

“Ajin, I’m counting on you.”

“Got it! Leave it to me!”

Friede from her “curse,” Ajin focused her energy, and soon, around ten clones appeared around her.

“Alright! Take the gear out of the trunk and set everything up. Move fast so we can relax sooner!”

That line sounded awfully familiar. 

‘Where had Sehee heard it before?’

“Ah… right. It was usually said in unpleasant situations. Like in the military. Or the military. Or the military.”

She shook off the intrusive memory and focused on the task at hand. 

In no time, they had set up the fire pit, table, and reclining chairs.

Sehee pulled out her phone and checked the time. 3 PM.

Since they had already had a quick lunch in the camper van, it was a bit too early to start a full barbecue party.

Instead, they grabbed the fishing rods from the trunk and headed toward the riverbank.

The campsite’s private fishing area was well-positioned—other groups couldn’t intrude, which was a definite plus.

Sehee had researched the campsite beforehand and thought it seemed promising, so she had bought a new fishing rod just for this trip.

And judging by the setting, she had made the right choice.

“Sehee, have you ever been fishing before?”

“I’ve done it a few times in the past. It’s been a while, though…”

“Ohh.”

Leaving Jihae, who smiled in surprise, behind, I set up the fishing rod.

People have different tastes, but camping is perfect for a peaceful and quiet experience. 

Instead of playing ball games or engaging in overly energetic activities, true leisure should be about escaping the rough city life and enjoying the tranquility of nature.

“The water depth looks just right.”

“It’s clear, too. In the summer, you could even go swimming here.”

“Come to think of it, where’s Yuri?”

“She’s still in the camper. She said she’s not done with the setup yet.”

Well, since she’s inside the barrier, nothing should happen. 

Even if, by some miracle, someone tried to approach, Yuri inside the barrier could easily take down most grown men. 

Pushing away unnecessary worries, I flicked the fishing rod up.

As expected of something I paid a hefty price for, it exuded a solid presence just from the grip. 

It had just the right amount of weight to it, making me anticipate the thrill of reeling in a catch.

“Unni, I’m ready!”

At some point, Ajin had finished setting up her phone and placed it on a stand.

That triggered a memory—the last time I streamed. 

Those were the days when I played like crazy, grinding endlessly to reach Rank 1.

The burning intensity of that time, the fierce determination that led to a glorious victory, felt like just yesterday. 

But now, it had already been over a week.

Unlike the fiery, relentless streams from back then, today’s broadcast started off calm and serene. 

It felt a little unfamiliar.

Not to mention, it was my first outdoor stream.

“Really? Then start it up.”

‘How many people would tune in at this hour on a weekday?’

I had no idea. 

But maybe, for a fishing stream like this, a moderate number of viewers would be ideal.

***

[When’s Friede’s stream?]

[The schedule says today, but there’s still no notification.]

[Nope, Friede’s taking the day off. The camping stream was a lie.]

[Hahaha! You got tricked again, bro!]

[It’s only 3 PM. Who starts a stream now? Most car camping videos are just people eating dinner outside. Gotta wait till evening.]

[I wanna marry Friede and go on a honeymoon road trip in a camper.]

[Lol big upvote]

[A steamy night in a camper… now that’s rare content.]

[Way more romantic and suggestive than some hotel, lol.]

Friede’s stream had been on pause for over a week.

Even though it was only a short break, for those who were hooked on her content, it felt like an eternity.

As the afternoon dragged on without any updates, withdrawal symptoms kicked in, and complaints started spreading through the channel’s forums.

Then, a little after 3 PM, something unexpected happened.

Notifications popped up on the viewers’ phones in various ways—some from direct alerts about Friede’s channel going live, others from obsessive fans who refreshed the page 24/7, waiting for any sign of activity.

Long story short, the gateway to the Friede experience had finally reopened.

***

[Friede’s Camping Fishing Out-Ya~ Stream]

A rather… misleading title, but that didn’t matter.


As expected, entering immediately was the only way to go.

Fingers moved faster than ever, clicking into Friede’s stream—

And just like that, her first-ever outdoor broadcast began.

But seriously, what were they expecting from that title?
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