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    Chapter 0: Prologue


My philosophy about life is simple.

– Live according to your station.

People must know their place.

Keep it low-key~

That’s why my life motto is to live a long, thin life.

I have no intention of living short and intense.

‘Be moderately happy and live moderately.’

That’s what I believed.


But now, I’m covering my face with both hands in despair.

[The Saint’s Purity]

“Why on earth is this being stolen?”

I ended up stealing something utterly strange.



 
  
    Chapter 1: I Stole Something Strange.


When I think about it, all of this started because of one person.

“Why don’t you try playing this game?”

At the time, it was one of the most popular games.

However, for me, completing a certain project was far more important than something like that.

It was a project I had poured over six months of my time into.

And I was finally about to finish it.

After I wrapped up that project, a friend introduced me to a game.

[Arcadia RPG]

The genre was JRPG.

A story-based turn-based game.

I liked games like that.

The story was nothing special.

You have heroes, and you have to kill the Demon King.

One unique aspect was that every job class had its own “hero.”

A Warrior Hero, Mage Hero, Thief Hero, and Priest Hero.

I chose the Thief.

The reason wasn’t anything special.

Warriors and Priests were aligned with good, while Mages and Thieves were neutral.

If you chose good alignment, you gained greater influence but were restricted in your actions.

I didn’t like that kind of thing.

“Thieves have strong critical hits and quick mobility.”

That’s why I chose the Thief.

The difficulty? Obviously, I picked Very Easy.

My worn-out adult body was no longer what it used to be.

“Back in the day, I’d always choose Very Hard.”

But now, it’s the opposite.

So, after creating my character, this is what happened:

“The problem is that I ended up in this place.”

I rubbed my face with my hands, overwhelmed by an intense sense of despair.

“Please, just let me off the hook.”

“What do you even want from me, throwing me into a world like this?”

After letting out several deep sighs, I felt a bit calmer.

“What should I do?”

The path ahead seemed completely bleak.

But I might have to live here from now on.

“Status Window.”

I called up a status window with a glimmer of hope.

Name: Han Yuseong (Lv.1)

Strength: 1

Agility: 1

Stamina: 1

Magic Power: 1

Mental Power: 1

Perception: 1

◆ Gifts
– [Thief’s Pinnacle (S)], [Absolute Theft (S)]

◆ Skills
– X

“At least I have something.”

But what is this thing called “Gifts”?

I tapped on the Gift section out of curiosity.

[Gift]

Thief’s Pinnacle (S)
◇ Allows the user to do almost anything a thief could be capable of.

[Gift]
Absolute Theft (S)
◇ Steals from the opponent.

“What a ridiculously unhelpful explanation.”

Still, I decided to feel grateful.

“At least the existence of a status window means I can assess my situation.”

These days, there were plenty of cases where even that wasn’t provided.

Compared to that, how was I doing? I had been given a status window, after all.

“I did choose the game’s difficulty as Very Easy, didn’t I?”

It’s a bit sad that I don’t know whether that difficulty setting will apply here or not, though.

“Well, still…”

The fact that I had a means to rely on helped calm my mind a bit.

However, there was one more problem left.

“I don’t know much about the game.”

This was the issue.

I knew the rough outline of the story because the person who recommended the game had explained it to me.

There’s an empire, a few kingdoms, and the overarching story involves fighting the Demon King and eventually killing him.

I also knew a little about what the “heroes” were.

“They said heroes are S-class skill holders, right?”

They’re people with skills so rare that there are only a handful in an entire kingdom.

In the beginning, the story revolves around competing with other hero candidates, all possessing S-class skills, to determine the final heroes.

It’s like placing all the candidates in some kind of isolation, evaluating them, and selecting four heroes to embark on the journey to defeat the Demon King.

“An S-class skill is said to be the proof of a talent so rare it’s almost nonexistent across the continent.”

Mine seemed specialized for thievery, but there had to be something unique about it to deserve that classification.

“Well… I’d like to test it out first.”

Naturally, if one obtains a skill or ability, the first instinct is to try it out.

I looked around to see if there was anything nearby worth targeting.

“It feels a bit wrong, though.”

As a Korean, my conscience tugged at me slightly. 

But considering I might have to live in this place indefinitely, I decided to push forward.

I closed my eyes for a brief moment and held a three-second silent prayer for my conscience.

“I think I know what to do now.”

The Gifts—were they powers? Knowledge was already flowing into my mind.

I instinctively knew how to steal, what to do to succeed, and how to execute the act. 

This was the influence of Thief’s Pinnacle.

“That person looks too shabby, and that one looks too dangerous.”

After scanning the area carefully, I found a suitable target—a middle-aged man.

He appeared moderately wealthy and had a kind expression.

I approached within one meter of him.

“What can I steal…?”

A wig, 37 gold coins, 58 silver coins.

Clothing items, and even the dagger hanging by his side—all of it could be stolen effortlessly.

“This is practically magic.”

I couldn’t help but laugh at the absurdity of such an incredible ability.

Wait a minute. This guy was wearing a wig?

“Now that I look closely, something about it does seem off.”

But that wasn’t important right now. 

My target was one gold coin.

At that moment, the [Absolute Theft] Gift drilled its method of use into my mind.

“So, this is how it works.”

Following the flow of information, I moved my hand naturally.

It was a distance I shouldn’t have been able to reach.

And yet.

I felt my hand passing through something, as if it had been submerged.

In the next instant, a gold coin was resting in my palm.

“So, this is how the ability manifests.”

I thought it seemed magical, but I didn’t expect it to be literally magical.

As the thought crossed my mind, an idea came to me.

Gift: Absolute Theft.

It was said to “steal what the target possesses.”

If that was the case…

My eyes began to sparkle with intrigue.

“Could I also steal someone else’s Gift?”

If this ability worked as I imagined, it would likely have some limitations or conditions.

But what exactly is an S-class ability?

It’s said to signify a resource so rare that you couldn’t find many across the entire continent.

If my ability could even steal something like a Gift, then wouldn’t it possess that level of capability?

It was a reasonable and exciting idea.

If that was the case, I needed to test it on someone else.

“Where can I find someone with exceptional talent?”

To prepare for any potential complications, I needed to find the most capable individual I could.

But I was just someone who hadn’t played the game.

“There are a few things I’ve heard about, though.”

Still, trying to locate someone based on just a name seemed almost impossible.

Just as I was about to stomp my feet in frustration, I saw a woman.

She had a strikingly familiar face.

Blood-red eyes that seemed soaked in crimson, hair of the same fiery hue, and skin so pale it almost gleamed. 

She wore a red dress that exuded an oddly provocative aura.

She was also looking at me.

Even though I didn’t know much about the game, I knew who she was.

“She’s one of the people featured in the game’s title.”

The reason I knew her name was because of my friend, the one who wouldn’t stop talking about it.

The name that friend had sung praises about so often.

“Lucia, right?”

There was an illustration of a character prominently displayed on the game’s title screen.

“She’s definitely an important figure.”

And the most important thing?

She was a villain who influenced the story’s entire plot.

“I don’t fully understand what this story is about yet.”

But I knew she was an antagonist, one who tried to stop the heroes on their journey to defeat the Demon King.

That also meant she wasn’t on the side of the heroes.

As these thoughts crossed my mind, a blue window suddenly appeared in my vision.

[Encounter Quest]

You have encountered the villainess, Lucia.

Either capture her attention in some way or ensure she loses interest in you.

Reward: ???

Failure Penalty: None

“Usually, something like this would come with a ‘death upon failure’ condition.”

Was it because I had selected Very Easy?

With no death penalty, I felt a bit more relaxed.

“Let’s abandon this quest.”

I decided to give up on drawing her attention—or anything else for that matter.

The reward intrigued me, but survival had to come first, didn’t it?

“And besides…”

I wanted to test the limits of my ability.

My power was to steal.

So, wouldn’t it be beneficial to steal something—anything—from her?

“Whether it’s her talent or something else.”

There were no written limits to what could be stolen.

If there were no restrictions, then theoretically, I could steal anything.

[You have gained the favor of the villainess, Lucia.]

[The maximum limit of what can be stolen from her has increased.]

Just as I resolved to approach Lucia, I stopped in my tracks.

“The limit of what I can steal increases when I gain her favor?”

Two questions arose in my mind.

Why did gaining her favor increase the limit of what could be stolen?

And.

“Why did I gain her favor in the first place?”

I looked at Lucia.

Her crimson eyes sparkled like blood under the light, and her red hair flowed softly.

She was smiling brightly at me, waving her hand in my direction.

“That gentleman over there?”

“Huh? Are you talking to me?”

“Yes.”

Her voice was gentle, her demeanor regal. 

Every move she made seemed to radiate grace, as if she naturally drew people to her.

“If it’s not too much trouble, I’m quite interested in you. Could I borrow a moment of your time?”

“It is too much trouble.”

“Oh?”

With a bright smile, she spoke.

Leaving behind her bewildered expression, I activated my Gift.

Perhaps because I had already grown accustomed to the sensation from earlier, I could clearly tell what I could steal from her.

“But…”

This time, it was different. 

Among the things I could steal from her, there was something that gave off a mysterious “???” vibe.

“Is this the result of the increased limit?”

I didn’t know what it was, but I used my Gift to “steal” it.

That peculiar sensation of my hand sinking into something—I felt it again.

I pulled something out.

“A jewel?”

That was what it felt like in my hand.

“Huh? Huhhh?”

Her gentle voice wavered with confusion.

Before things got annoying, I ran.

After a short sprint through the alleys.

“This should be far enough.”

There didn’t seem to be any sign of pursuit.

I pulled the jewel from my pocket, feeling its texture in my hand.

“What’s this…?”

It was a crimson jewel, radiating a rich, blood-like hue.

It was breathtakingly beautiful, its luster mesmerizing.

I didn’t know much about jewels, but surely this one would fetch a high price.

“Wait, did I really steal just a jewel?”

I had thought the mysterious “???” item would be something amazing.
Still, it was a jewel, so it wasn’t a total loss.

But then I stopped thinking.

Hovering above the crimson jewel was an item name.

When I saw it, I froze in disbelief.

I had used my ability to steal something from her.

Since she was a villainess in the game, I figured stealing one of her skills would weaken her and make things easier for the heroes.

“And, if the person I target is evil, I’d feel less guilty about it.”

That was why I decided to steal from her.

With her favor increasing the limit of what I could take, I assumed I could snag one of her skills or abilities.

“But why…”

[Obsession of the Villainess]

“Why the hell did I end up with this?!”

I couldn’t make sense of it.

“Well, maybe it has some good effects?”


Hoping for the best, I checked the item description.

The moment I read it, the light in my eyes began to dim.

[Obsession of the Villainess]
◇ You will inherit all of the original owner’s obsessions.

“What the hell?! Are you kidding me?!”



 
  
    Chapter 2: Why on Earth?


My head throbbed with pain. 

What on earth is going on?

“The ability to steal from others…”

Why wasn’t it a skill or something useful? 

Why was it the Obsession of the Villainess instead?

I opened my status window and glared at Absolute Theft.

In stories like this, isn’t stealing the opponent’s skill the obvious first step?

“I don’t even have the energy to get angry.”

It wasn’t because of the situation—it was because my head was pounding.

“Is this some kind of penalty for my skill?”

There was no other reason my head would hurt this much so suddenly. 

It had to be because of Absolute Theft.

At the same time, I realized something.

“Maybe if I raise her favorability, I could steal skills too.”

Or perhaps even her Gift.

Abilities like this, which involve stealing conceptual things, usually have an incredibly high ceiling.

“But before that…”

My head was throbbing too much. 

I needed to rest somewhere nearby.

“Luckily, I have one gold coin.”

That should be enough to get through the night.

[Quest Complete!]

Half-asleep, I vaguely recalled seeing that notification after renting a room at the inn and collapsing onto the bed.

The first thing I saw when I opened my eyes was an unfamiliar ceiling.

At the same time, the events of yesterday came flooding back to me.

Wait—was it even fair to call it a disaster?

Well, what’s done is done. 

There’s no going back.

“I don’t usually get involved in things like this.”

After all, my motto is to live a long and uneventful life.

I’ve never liked getting caught up in unnecessary trouble.

Yesterday, I must have acted impulsively due to the shock of being dragged into this game world.

“What’s done is done.”

Getting marked by the game’s iconic villainess on my very first day—it really couldn’t be helped.

As I ran my hands over my face, something caught my eye in the corner of my vision.

[Please check your reward ???!]

Oh, right. 

There was a reward.

I should check it properly.

“Please…”

I prayed silently.

“Please don’t let it be anything weird. And give me something that’ll let me live comfortably in this world.”

With a desperate hope, I checked the reward.

[You exceeded expectations by leaving a lasting impression on the villainess, Lucia.]

[You have acquired a Gift!]

[You have obtained the Gift: Fatal Allure (A).]

It sounded like a very ominous Gift.

Swallowing nervously, I checked the details of the Gift.

[Gift]

Fatal Allure (A)
Like bees drawn to honey.
◇ Whether you want it or not, you attract individuals with peculiar tastes.
◇ You instinctively know the most fatal weak point of your target.

“Please don’t do this to me.”

I really meant it.

Whether I sighed or cried, nothing would change the fact that I now had three Gifts.

The damage was done, and I needed a plan to deal with it.

“Lucia is already interested in me.”

What’s the best course of action now?

The most sensible plan would be to distance myself from the villainess, Lucia.

“I have no desire to get involved with her.”

After all, why does the word villainess follow her around?

It means she’s a dangerous figure.

“Normally, in typical clichés, a villainess like her gets defeated by the forces of good.”

If I wasn’t careful, I could get swept up in her schemes.

Or worse, she might treat me like a toy and play with me.

That’s why the best course of action in this situation was.

“Should I head to [The Cradle]…?”

The Cradle was a place jointly established by the Empire and the Kingdoms, humanity’s last refuge.

I’d heard that there was a [Labyrinth] there, where hero candidates were trained.

“It’s funny how all that chatter from my friend has left me with a decent amount of game knowledge.”

If I’d known this would happen, I would’ve listened more carefully.

Or better yet, I wouldn’t have touched this game at all.

“Anyway, let’s get moving.”

At the very least, if this is a tutorial area, there should be a path leading to the Cradle.

If not, then whoever designed this world is utterly heartless.

The real problem was whether I could handle what awaited there.

Killing monsters or, worse, taking someone’s life—things like that.

I stood up.

Staying here wouldn’t accomplish anything.

“The problem is identification papers.”

Still, since this was a medieval setting, I might be able to figure something out.

I stepped out of the inn.

Since I’d spent 2 silver coins for a night’s stay, I had 98 silver coins left.

“Time to scout the area.”

As I wandered around, I came across a flyer.

[Come to The Cradle!]

That’s what it said.

“It’s strange, but I can understand the language here.”

I could even read the text.

The flyer’s contents were simple:

“Kill monsters in the Labyrinth, mine mana stones, and become rich.”

In other words, it was an invitation to chase wealth.

I wasn’t particularly fond of this approach, but the flyer seemed designed to attract eager fools.

And below the flyer, there was a map.

I didn’t know how to read maps, but Thief’s Pinnacle helpfully taught me how.

“It really is all-purpose, isn’t it?”

After studying the map, I realized something.

“Wait, it’s close?”

It was fairly nearby. 

By my estimation, it would take about three days to reach.

“Can I make it on my own?”

[Main Quest]

You have discovered the existence of The Cradle.

Find a way to reach The Cradle and start living there.

Reward: ???

Failure Penalty: None

I stared at the blue screen.

Even though there was no penalty for failure—

“There’s still a reward.”

If S-class resources were so rare that even nations found them hard to come by, then A-class ones, while less rare, were still quite exceptional.

Even this flyer emphasized that:

[Priority given to A-class Gifts or higher!]

I rubbed my chin thoughtfully.

What’s the motto of my life?

To live quietly and for as long as possible.

That’s because I find being the center of attention uncomfortable.

I prefer working behind the scenes, pulling strings like a hidden mastermind.

“Still… let’s go.”

Regardless of my preferences, I needed to survive in this world.

That meant choosing the path that would help me grow stronger quickly and comfortably.

For now, I should gather some information around here and figure out my next steps.

I headed down to the first floor of the inn.

Despite it being broad daylight, people were sitting around eating meals.

Growl.

Seeing them eat made me realize how hungry I was.

“Maybe I should eat something here and gather some information while I’m at it.”

Normally, the information you get from tavern gossip while drinking isn’t very reliable.

But since I knew nothing about this world, even that would be useful.

“A meal costs one large silver coin.”

I handed over a large silver coin, getting change for the gold coin I used earlier.

The meal turned out to be a simple sandwich.

I found a seat, and as I ate, I listened to the conversations around me.

“Hendrick’s clan in the labyrinth city…”

“I heard the Saintess candidate is already standing out this time.”

“Looks like the Sword’s successor hero for this generation is already half-decided.”

“The Thief Hero candidate tried to oppose the Shadow King and ended up dead, apparently.”

“The Adventurer’s Guild is recruiting adventurers again this time.”

“Guess they’re sending another large group into the labyrinth.”

“Tch, those moths to the flame… It’ll be the same story as always.”

“Right, and now the market prices are…”

“Why is there so much information?”

Unlike the fragmented, generic lines you’d get from NPCs in a game, the information here actually seemed valuable.

“So, the Adventurer’s Guild is recruiting adventurers to explore the labyrinth.”

That seemed like pretty important intel.

I mentally filed away the details, then headed to the market district to purchase the supplies I needed.

“That’ll be 18 silver coins and 70 large copper coins.”

I bought a cloak, a robe, a backpack, and some emergency provisions, just in case.

“They really do overcharge people who want to become adventurers.”

But I didn’t have much of a choice.

After wandering around for a day, I felt like I had a rough understanding of the local economy.

Here, one gold coin was roughly equivalent to 10 million won.

One silver coin was roughly equivalent to 100,000 won.

“That’s truly a blessing.”

I silently gave thanks to the bald man who unknowingly “donated” his gold coin to me.

If I ever meet him again, I’ll repay him several times over.

It was a stroke of luck that I managed to steal that gold coin.

“Now, to the Adventurer’s Guild.”

“It’ll be 10 silver coins.”

Getting an ID at the Adventurer’s Guild was surprisingly easy.

The cost? A mere 10 silver coins.

“How do I get to The Cradle?”

“If you’re headed to The Cradle, there’s a carriage leaving this afternoon.”

A carriage leaving this afternoon?

Was this how the Adventurer’s Guild recruited people?

“That’s unusual—a noble from the north becoming an adventurer.”

“…?”

A northern noble? Why is that coming up?

“Ah.”

Looking around, I caught sight of a mirror.

The reflection staring back at me was completely different from the face I remembered.

“Who’s this ridiculously handsome guy?”

Dark, melancholic eyes that shone with a mysterious depth.

Jet-black hair.

It was the very appearance I had customized in the game.

“So that’s why they think I’m a noble?”

That would make sense.

After asking the guild staff where the carriage would depart, I headed there.

The area was already bustling with people.

One by one, they were boarding the carriage.

“Lucky me.”

I climbed aboard the carriage.

What caught my eye was a woman with orange hair sitting ahead of me.

I instinctively knew she wasn’t an ordinary person.

“Wait, isn’t she one of the characters from the game’s title?”

There were four prominent characters featured on the game’s title screen.

And now, I had already met two of them.

“This isn’t good.”

It was really not good.

Because.

[Encounter Quest Triggered!]

This message appeared.

I felt an overwhelming urge to cover my face with both hands.

“Please, not again.”

Still, there was some hope left.

Yes, I might look decent, but hero candidates were always impossibly handsome or beautiful.

There was no way my looks alone would catch their attention.

[Encounter Quest Triggered!]

You have encountered Erme, the Sword Hero candidate.

Capture her attention or avoid it entirely.

Reward: ???

Failure Penalty: None

“So her name is Erme.”

The name felt familiar. 

Where had I heard it before?

“Ah.”

After racking my brain, I finally remembered.

It was one of the names my friend had enthusiastically mentioned.

Erme, the Sword Hero.

“A classic web novel overpowered protagonist,” he’d said.

The kind of character who slaughters obstacles in her way, while showering kindness on potential allies.

In other words, she was the main protagonist.

“Please, just ignore me.”

I prayed fervently.

Nothing good would come of catching her attention.

After all, wasn’t I a Thief Hero candidate?

It was only natural. Hero candidates were essentially like heroes already.

“If someone like her notices me…”

She would undoubtedly try to recruit me.

Even though Absolute Theft had ended up stealing something weird like Obsession of the Villainess, I still had two S-class Gifts, which were exceedingly rare even across the continent.

For someone like me, whose motto was to live a quiet and uneventful life, this was poison.

“I’m just a passing tree.”

“I’m just a passing tree.”

I repeated the thought to myself, hoping she would overlook me entirely.

“What the…?”

I felt slightly dizzy.

It was proof that a Gift had been triggered.

I instinctively realized that [Fatal Allure (A)] had activated.

At the same time, I could feel Erme’s gaze sweeping over me.

In the dim light that filtered through the carriage’s roof, a reddish glow began to shimmer in Erme’s eyes.

“What the heck? Why is someone like this still left?”

What was she even talking about?

As Erme, a Sword Hero candidate, made her baffling comment—


[Quest Complete!]

[Please check your reward ???!]

“Huh? What…?”

Why on earth?!



 
  
    Chapter 3: Why Just One Hit? (1/2)


“Greetings, everyone. I’m Han Ul, a mage who will be heading to The Cradle this time.”

He was a man with blond hair, glasses, and blue eyes.

Shortly after boarding the carriage, a man named Han Ul, who introduced himself as a mage, began to introduce himself.

“Since fate has brought us together like this, how about we all introduce ourselves?”

“Pfft.”

At Han Ul’s words, someone scoffed.

It was none other than Erme.

‘Is the Hero candidate laughing?’

Before I could ponder my confusion, Erme made a gesture of apology toward Han Ul and said,

“Sorry, I just suddenly thought of something funny.”

“…… I see. May I ask your name?”

“Call me Mer. That’s what everyone calls me.”

Erme gave a pseudonym and then glanced at me.

‘… Why is she interested in me?’

What did I do?

I didn’t do anything.

In fact, I pulled my robe’s hood down low to avoid drawing attention.

“What’s your name?”

Erme looked at me with a sly smile.

For some reason, she seemed to be in a very good mood.

“It’s Yuseong.”

“Yuseong, huh? That’s a nice name.”

I couldn’t tell if she was genuinely happy to learn my name or if she was teasing me, but she returned to her seat with a pleased expression.

After that, we all took turns introducing ourselves amicably.

‘No one particularly memorable.’

Han Ul was a mage, but the others proudly talked about how they were farmers or had run away from their village out of boredom.

There was no one particularly noteworthy.

After the introductions, there were several people who seemed friendly enough.

Some were even starting to form factions.

‘I’m bored; maybe I should check my reward.’

I really didn’t want Erme’s attention.

But since it had already happened, there was nothing I could do about it.

Might as well collect my reward.

[You exceeded expectations by leaving a lasting impression on the Sword Hero, Erme.]

[You have acquired a skill!]

[You have acquired: Hidden Space (B).]

[You have acquired: Blood-Soaked Dagger (B).]

“…What?”

With a sigh, I checked the details of the skill.

[Skill]

Hidden Space (B)
Your space is an absolute space that cannot be discovered by anyone.
◇ You can store and retrieve items from it at will.

As I focused on Hidden Space, I got a mental image of it: about three compartments in size.

“What? Why is it so small?”

I was a little flustered.

Aren’t subspaces usually supposed to be large?

Still, it wasn’t without its advantages.

For instance, I could store the Blood-Soaked Dagger (B) in it and retrieve it whenever I wanted.

[Item]
Blood-Soaked Dagger (B)
A dagger that grows stronger the more blood it absorbs.
◇ Unlocks additional abilities every time you kill 100 living creatures.

“Not bad.”

I felt a bit uneasy about the idea of killing living things.

But if I focused on killing monsters in the Labyrinth, I’d eventually unlock its abilities.

Curious, I decided to test out Hidden Space.

Acting as if I were reaching into my cloak, I activated the skill.

I felt the sensation of grabbing something as I used the skill.

“It feels similar to Absolute Theft, but it’s different.”

Satisfied, I returned the Blood-Soaked Dagger to the space.

When I looked up, I found my eyes meeting those of the orange-haired girl, Erme.

She was watching me, smiling brightly.

Her gaze seemed to say, “Where did this treasure trove roll in from?”

“Did she see me?”

I was sure I had hidden it in my cloak.

No way… right?

Meanwhile, Han Ul, the mage, had gathered others and moved away.

Now, it was just Erme and I sitting by a campfire, warming ourselves.

Looking around, I couldn’t help but feel the atmosphere.

“It really feels like I’m in a fantasy world.”

Crackle, crackle.

Maybe it was the warmth of the campfire, but I found myself lost in a strange sense of sentimentality.

“You’re Yuseong, right?”

That sentiment was shattered in an instant.

The Sword Hero, Erme, had approached unnoticed and was now sitting beside me, smiling brightly.

I barely managed to suppress the urge to scowl and forced my face into a neutral expression. 

Stay calm, stay calm.

“You look like you’re from the thief class. Want to form a party with me?”

No. 

Absolutely not.

The Sword Hero, destined to succeed. 

Strong, reliable, and undoubtedly someone who could carry me through this world.

“But something feels off.”

Her behavior, her actions—everything about her raised red flags.

And above all else, her role as a Sword Hero candidate was too conspicuous.

If I joined her party, I’d become far too noticeable.

And inevitably, I might end up entangled with the villainess, Lucia, whom I had already encountered.

“On top of that, she might even become obsessed with me.”

No, I was certain of it.

The fact that I had stolen Obsession of the Villainess from her was already absurd enough.

Rejecting Erme’s proposal was the only logical choice.

I shook my head, declining her offer.

“You’re so cold.”

Yes, I’m cold. 

Please, just stop paying attention to me. 

In fact, I hope you lose interest entirely.

After I rejected her proposal, Erme went to sit on the opposite side of the campfire.

For a moment, she seemed lost in thought before she muttered to herself.

“Strange. He doesn’t seem like the type to die in a goblin ambush.”

“…?”

Goblins? Where did that come from?

I kept my expression blank, pretending I hadn’t heard anything.

After a while, Han Ul, the mage who had introduced himself earlier, approached with two bowls in his hands and a smile on his face.

“Dinner’s ready. I brought enough for the two of you.”

“Thanks.”

“Thank you.”

Erme and I each accepted a bowl from Han Ul.

Then, Erme abruptly turned to glare at me.

“You act so cold toward me, but you’re polite to him, huh?”

“Ahaha, I’m sure Yuseong doesn’t mean any harm,” Han Ul replied with a laugh.

“What? Are you saying I’m rude?” Erme retorted, narrowing her eyes playfully.

The two of them continued to smile as they exchanged what was clearly a tense conversation.

“Surely not. How could I? Now, eat up before it gets cold.”

“Hmm. I guess you’re right. But you know, there are plenty of people who’d love to snatch up our Yuseong here.”

“When exactly did he become ‘our Yuseong’? Still, I can understand why people would want him. Quiet, capable people are always in demand as teammates.”

“So that’s why you’re scheming like this, huh?”

Both of them smiled at each other as they spoke.

Their conversation was cheerful on the surface, but the underlying tone was anything but.

But more importantly.

“Where is all this praise coming from?”

Had they seen me do something impressive?

Had my Gifts somehow been exposed to them?

“No, that doesn’t seem to be the case.”

If they had actually figured out my Gifts, I had the gut feeling they would have approached far more aggressively.

As the old saying goes, “Staying still gets you halfway there.”

And it seemed true enough—except for the part where sitting still made me feel bored out of my mind.

Still, something piqued my curiosity.

“What exactly is a party?”

“…Is this your first time in a labyrinth?”

“I’ve heard of parties before, but I don’t know the specifics.”

That much was true.

“Hmm, it seems you must have been training in seclusion somewhere. After all, someone with your level of skill wouldn’t be without a reputation.”

“Exactly, exactly,” Erme chimed in, backing up Han Ul’s statement.

What exactly were they basing these assessments on?

“I’m starting to get curious about my own supposed skills.”

When I glanced at Erme with that thought, she gave a sly smile.

“For our dear Yuseong, I’ll explain it personally. Here’s the short version: everyone has their own unique characteristics, which we call Gifts—blessings from the heavens.”

“I see.”

“Since you already know about Gifts, I’ll skip that part. A labyrinth is essentially a tool designed to help you maximize your potential with your Gift.”

“Haha, that’s an interesting opinion. You must be quite confident in your abilities,” Han Ul said, his tone carrying a subtle edge. 

Was that hostility? Or just irritation?

“His eyes reek of inferiority.”

It seemed Erme’s words had struck a nerve with Han Ul.

“A party is the fastest way to ascend through the labyrinth.”

“In other words, you’d like me to join yours.”

“Of course. And if you don’t like it, you’re free to leave the party anytime. Although, with someone like me, that’s hardly a concern.”

Erme’s orange eyes sparkled as she spoke.

“My party exists as well. Especially as an elemental sorcerer, I can provide strong offensive support for you.”

“Oh, elemental sorcerers are doing well these days, huh? In those cramped labyrinths, support magic must be all the rage, right?”

“When was that ever true? Support mages are only useful in the lower floors. Once you ascend, pure firepower like ours outshines them completely.”

“For someone so confident, you don’t look particularly skilled.”

“You damn wench—”

“Oops, my apologies.”


“Already showing your true colors, huh? Works for me,” I thought.

The tension between the two was thick, and it seemed like a fight could break out any moment now.

“Well, I wouldn’t want to fight in front of our Yuseong.”

Erme turned to me with a sweet smile.



 
  
    Chapter 3: Why Just One Hit? (2/2)


“As I watch, I can’t help but feel that if I ever became hostile to you, you’d know exactly where to strike me where it hurts most.”

Han Ul nodded in agreement when Erme said she didn’t want to fight me.

But more than that.

“Fatal points?”

Her words reminded me of the effect of Fatal Allure (A).

“Wait.”

A cold sweat began to form on my back.

◇ You instinctively know the most critical weak points of your target.

It was one of the abilities granted by Fatal Allure.

Could this be why they were assuming I was a skilled individual?

Was this also why Erme had been so interested in me?

“…I really hate this.”

Erme continued speaking, seemingly oblivious to my thoughts.

“To get back to the main point—parties are magically bonded together,” she explained.

“Though we call it magic, it’s more like a system process.”

“In the labyrinth, the party members hunt monsters and level up. Since there are far more monsters inside the labyrinth than outside, leveling up is much easier there.”

“Of course, that also means the labyrinth is far more dangerous. Anyway, by leveling up through this system, adventurers gain strength and rank.”

“And the Empire and Kingdoms use this method to create [Heroes] to hold back the Demon King’s forces. That’s the ultimate goal.”

“Hmph. Afraid of some Demon King? There are already so many strong adventurers. Maybe if it were something from the labyrinth’s deepest layers, I’d understand.”

At that point, Han Ul and Erme locked eyes, glaring at each other.

What was this about?

“It almost feels like they’re competing over me.”

But they didn’t know about my Thief’s Pinnacle (S) or Absolute Theft (S).

And yet they were already competing, seemingly because of Fatal Allure.

“If that’s the case…”

I couldn’t help but wonder—just how powerful were Thief’s Pinnacle and Absolute Theft if they were so rare and exceptional?

Stealing a concept like Obsession of the Villainess was already ridiculous enough.

“Even if I don’t fully understand why that absurd power was used to take something like her obsession…”

Erme continued, breaking my thoughts.

“So that’s how it works. The labyrinth is filled with monsters perfect for leveling up, and defeating them provides materials called [Mana Stones].”

“From the perspective of those in power, building cities around the labyrinth makes sense. Sure, it’s dangerous, but it’s a source of experience and mana stones that strengthen humanity’s forces.”

“Sometimes, legendary items that seem straight out of myths appear too,” Han Ul added.

“Which is why both the Empire and Kingdoms are so invested in conquering the labyrinths.”

“And thanks to the Adventurer’s Guild, it’s easier to move around and gather adventurers like this.”

“Only good points all around,” Erme said, her voice laced with mockery.

“So that’s how it works, huh.”

I gained some useful information.

I nodded appropriately to their words and was about to take a spoonful of the soup Han Ul had given me when I was overcome by a strange sense of unease.

“…?”

The smell coming from the soup was off.

It was as if it had been poisoned.

“He used Suhyang Grass—within ten minutes of consumption, your entire body turns to stone.”

Even though I had no idea what Suhyang Grass was, knowledge about it surfaced in my mind.

It was likely the result of Thief’s Pinnacle (S) activating.

I stiffened my expression and glanced at Han Ul, who was smiling casually.

“Erme hasn’t eaten either.”

She was holding her spoon, but she hadn’t brought it to her lips.

It had been so natural that I hadn’t noticed it before.

“They’re both hiding their true intentions.”

It seemed Erme had caught on to the situation as well.

“Don’t stare so intently.”

“…?”

When I looked at Erme, she blushed slightly and spoke.

“If you look at me with such melancholic eyes, it’ll make me misunderstand.”

What misunderstanding, exactly?

“What melancholic eyes?”

I was simply observing, doing nothing but staring.

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing.

I placed the soup down with a sigh.

“If the soup is poisoned…”

That meant the others had already fallen victim to it.

How could I escape from this situation?

My options were limited to either fleeing or fighting.

If I chose to flee, it might open up more possibilities for me later.

Fighting wasn’t much different from fleeing in terms of risk.

“The best option is to kill Han Ul.”

The man who introduced himself as a mage was likely vulnerable to ambushes, which is why thieves were so dangerous.

“Can I pull this off?”

I grasped the hilt of the dagger stored in my Hidden Space.

I prepared myself to strike if the opportunity arose.

“Sigh, what a pity,” Han Ul suddenly remarked.

“Why? Because all your schemes have gone to waste?”

“That’s part of it. But for someone called the Friend Slayer, don’t you think it’s a bit hypocritical to accuse me of scheming?”

Friend Slayer? 

What kind of title was that?

“Sounds pretty brutal.”

I made a mental note never to get too close to Erme.

“Oh dear, digging into a woman’s past? That’s not very charming,” Erme said with a smirk.

“I have no desire to gain your attention. Becoming your friend sounds like a shortcut to getting murdered,” Han Ul retorted as he shifted his stance.

At that moment, I could sense the presence of others surrounding us.

“Roughly ten people.”

The smell of blood in the air told me most of the others had already been killed.

I realized something startling: I was shockingly calm about the situation.

“To get out of here…”

The first step would be to kill Han Ul.

“Hmm, I didn’t think there were still idiots following the Demon King’s army,” Erme remarked.

“Demon King’s army? I’m not one of them. But you know, you’re getting a bit too big for your britches, causing all these incidents. We can’t have saplings growing too tall.”

“So, you’re one of the labyrinth factions. Doesn’t matter. Trash is still trash that needs to be taken out.”

“Calling people trash? That’s harsh.”

“Funny coming from someone who treats people like disposable tools.”

“Please, call them useful tools,” Han Ul replied with a sly grin.

Erme stepped behind me, positioning herself so we were back-to-back.

“You heard, didn’t you? Well, I suppose you already knew,” she said.

Actually, I didn’t.

I knew Han Ul was dangerous, but I hadn’t expected him to orchestrate an ambush like this.

“You take him,” Erme said, pointing at Han Ul.

“I’ll handle the rest.”

Perhaps it was because of the nickname “Friend Slayer” Han Ul had mentioned earlier, but his voice sent a chill down my spine.

“Han Ul, huh.”

He didn’t seem weak.

At the very least, being alone meant he had a baseline level of skill.

“But for me, it’s actually…”

An opportunity.

If it was just one opponent, I felt like I might be able to handle him.

“Oh my, are you seriously planning to sic Yuseong on me?” Han Ul said mockingly.

“Of course. If you want to be my ally, you’ve got to prove yourself,” Erme replied with a smirk.

Who said I’d be your ally?

It was absurd, but I had to focus. 

I needed to kill Han Ul.

This would be my first time killing a human.

I had to steel myself.

“Can I do this?”

No. I had to do this.

With a cold, detached gaze, I fixed my eyes on Han Ul.

I couldn’t lose my composure.

“Alright, I’m going,” Erme said casually.

With a sharp slash, she cleaved through an enemy in an instant.

The air filled with the smell of blood.

I charged toward Han Ul.

“Fire,” Han Ul chanted.

A massive fireball ignited at his fingertips—not just a spark, but a blazing mass the size of a house.

“…Should I run?”

The sight was intimidating. 

Could I even dodge that?

Just as I doubted myself, my body moved faster than I expected.

I lowered my stance and dashed straight at Han Ul.

“You’re underestimating me, aren’t you?” Han Ul sneered, chuckling.

A sharp pain throbbed in my head, but my Gift told me it wasn’t impossible.

“Too bad, but with this…” Han Ul began, preparing to hurl the fireball at me.

“Absolute Theft!”

Instinctively, I stretched out my hand.

“What the…?”

The massive fireball vanished.

Instead, I felt its power surge into me, temporarily enhancing my physical abilities.

“So this is mana.”

The mana I had stolen through Absolute Theft filled my body with energy.

“What the hell is this?!” Han Ul shouted in panic, retreating while drawing his sword.

“Looks like you’ve got some tricks up your sleeve! But so do I—I was once skilled with a blade!”

Confidently, Han Ul swung his sword at me.

Dodging the strike, I leaped upward.

“Hidden Space (B).”

Just like when I used Absolute Theft, I felt the strange sensation of my hand reaching into another dimension.

I pulled out the Blood-Soaked Dagger from Hidden Space.

“What’s the thing I’m best at in this situation?”

Instead of engaging in a sword fight.

“Dagger throwing.”

Trusting in my Gift, Thief’s Pinnacle (S), I hurled the dagger.

The blade flew straight toward Han Ul’s head.

Just as it was about to strike.

“Haha, I saw that coming! But the fact that a magic swordsman like me engaged in close combat means…”


With a self-assured grin, a translucent barrier formed around Han Ul’s head.

Thunk.

The Blood-Soaked Dagger pierced right through it and embedded itself in his skull.

“Wha—why am I dying?”



 
  
    Chapter 4: Hero Candidate


“How will he move?”

It was fun to imagine.

Was it because she had recently killed a pest who claimed to be her friend?

Or was it something else entirely?

Erme was in high spirits.

“He’s making me curious for no reason.”

As Erme twisted the neck of a charging enemy, she pondered.

From the moment she first saw him, she thought he was no ordinary person.

He was different from the rest.

Just by looking at him, she could sense danger, as if he might strike her most critical point the moment she let her guard down.

“The kind of person who could stab my most fatal weakness.”

The phrasing felt awkward, but it was the most accurate description of the man called Yuseong.

Even with his hood pulled low, his handsomeness was a bonus.

“It would be good if he could kill Han Ul.”

Even while distracted by her thoughts, her sword continued to move.

What a nuisance these enemies were.

Judging by their swordsmanship, they seemed to belong to that particular school.

“Scavenger scum.”

With a look of disdain, Erme began to move.

Her movements were graceful as she evaded the reckless, self-sacrificing attacks of her foes. 

Their extreme swordsmanship focused solely on offense, completely disregarding defense.

Effortlessly dodging another attack, Erme sliced through another neck.

Slash.

The figure crumbled as blood sprayed into the air.

Even as blood splattered against her orange hair, Erme remained unfazed.

“If he kills Han Ul…”

She thought it might be worth recruiting him as an ally.

Someone who hunted saplings was stronger than they seemed.

“His level is probably around 2.”

A level considered an entry point for labyrinth explorers.

Even with his clumsy mana control, which seemed to have just reached level 2, his potential couldn’t be overlooked.

But even setting aside that consideration.

Someone who hadn’t leveled up through the labyrinth had virtually no chance of victory.

This was why people were so obsessed with the labyrinth.

The labyrinth’s peculiar energy could elevate one’s power to an entirely different level.

This was also why most of those called “heroes” were weaker than even seasoned adventurers.

Leveling up was only possible within the labyrinth.

“Die, you monster!”

“Who are you calling a monster?”

To Erme, scavengers—those who lived off the corpses of others—were far more monstrous.

With a playful smile, she effortlessly cut through another enemy’s neck.

In the labyrinth, finding trustworthy allies was rare.

Even fewer were those capable of cutting down the Demon King, who lurked in hiding.

This was why gathering the right companions was essential.

Strength alone wasn’t enough; only the very best would do.

“It’s too dangerous.”

Currently, the Empire and Kingdoms were underestimating the Demon King.

They placed too much faith in the abundance the labyrinth provided and the powerful warriors it produced.

But the Demon King had become a being capable of effortlessly killing them all.

“So, Yuseong? What are you going to show me?”

Twenty seconds.

That was how long it took Erme to eliminate the most dangerous enemies with her current body and secure her safety.

The moment that time ended, Erme saw it.

“What the…?”

She saw Han Yuseong, who had already killed Han Ul and was now running away.

“Run.”

Han Ul’s ridiculous bravado, his overly confident defense, and his quick death—it was all hilarious in hindsight.

I didn’t focus on any of that.

Who was the most dangerous person here?

“Erme.”

She was someone featured in the title screen and undoubtedly a key character in the story.

But more importantly, I had realized something else.

“The character in this story? She’s seriously beautiful, I’m telling you.”

“Oh, she does look pretty.”

“Right? But what makes her even better is her obsession.”

“Obsession?”

“Yeah, she’s incredibly possessive of her party members. She has this traumatic past, so if one of her people tries to leave, she’ll stop them by any means necessary.”

“That’s… intense.”

“And if they leave anyway, they usually turn up dead a few days later.”

“That’s terrifying.”

“And if she marks someone as hers, she harasses them endlessly until they break.”

“What does that even mean?”

“It’s just her personality. She has this thing where she gets really mean and overbearing sometimes.”

“That sounds awful.”

“That’s what makes it great, you pleb.”

This was the kind of conversation I’d had with my friend.

Back then, I hadn’t paid much attention.

After all, as someone addicted to web novels, that kind of trope was more of a bonus than a problem for me.

Sure, her personality wasn’t ideal, but why would I care if I wasn’t the one being targeted?

At least, that’s what I had thought.

“But now I’m the target?”

Being a part of her team might not have been a bad idea, but the way Erme looked at me felt… unsettling.

And I had a knack for picking up on danger in situations like this.

That was why I’d decided to run.

“How far do I have left to go?”

Just then, I felt something strange.

It was as if something hidden was calling out to me.

“What is this?”

A strong sense of foreboding swept over me.

Was it a trap?

Quickly scanning my surroundings, I spotted an area that felt distinctly out of place.

There was some kind of nail driven into the ground.

[Sub Quest]

The Two Paths

Chapter 1. Light and Darkness

You have discovered an item belonging to a shadowy faction.

This item offers you two choices:


	Report it to an adventurer clan to gain fame and fortune.

	However, you will become a target of concentrated attacks by the shadowy faction.





	Take the item to the shadowy faction.

	This location is extremely dangerous, as their goal is to completely overthrow the current system.

	However, success could grant you control over half the world.







“Quite a grandiose quest, isn’t it?”

The first option promised a secure future but would draw the wrath of the faction.

The second option would mean going against the faction while also navigating internal conflicts for power.

“Simple.”

As I’ve said before, my motto is to live quietly and for a long time.

There’s no reason to choose the second option.

“Of course,” I thought, there’s no reason to choose the first option either.

Why? Because if I picked the first option, the shadowy faction would attack me anyway.

That left only one choice.

I’d give it to her—the woman staring at me so intensely from behind that I could feel the pressure.

“When did she even get here?”

It was downright supernatural.

She had taken down all fifteen of those enemies and appeared behind me in the blink of an eye.

“I’d better not provoke her.”

With that thought, I pointed toward the nail with my hand.

“So, you weren’t running away after all,” Erme said with a faint smile.

“I just stumbled upon something strange,” I replied.

It was true. 

Please believe me.

As I gave her a pleading look, Erme glanced at me before stepping closer to the nail.

“Well, well. You’ve done something impressive here. I didn’t think those lunatics had started their schemes this early.”

“You know about them?”

“If you promise to join my party, I’ll tell you,” Erme said.

I felt like I needed some time to think about it.

Internally sighing, I reluctantly nodded.

“Oh? You’re really joining?”

“I don’t know what makes you so sure about me,” I replied, staring at Erme with a deadpan expression.

“I’ve come this far, so there’s really no other choice.”

I needed to distance myself from the shadowy faction.

I didn’t want to be targeted by them, so I had no choice but to cooperate.

“Sure, dumping everything on her and walking away might be nice, but…”

Looking at those eyes of hers, it seemed impossible.

Erme’s gaze had already turned predatory, filled with greed as she looked at me.

“Objectively speaking, I’ve done a lot to stand out.”

I killed Han Ul, found something strange, and now I was about to join her party.

My path couldn’t help but take a different turn.

“I don’t know much about the labyrinth. Can you teach me?” I asked.

“Of course! I’ll teach you everything, from A to Z,” Erme replied, her face lighting up with a cheerful smile.

“She looks like a delicate flower raised in a greenhouse, but honestly, she’s more like something that’s been nourished on blood.”

If vampires existed, wouldn’t they look like her?

I hadn’t tried to escape her for no reason.

How else could someone handle ten opponents and slaughter three of them in the blink of an eye?

And she smiled while doing it.

She was truly terrifying.

“So, what are we going to do about this?” Erme asked, pointing at the nail.

Her tone made it clear she was leaving the decision to me.

“Take it with you.”

“Why don’t you take it?”

“How kind of you,” she said with a voice laced with curiosity, her gaze full of intrigue.

Ha. 

Someone who could handle “them” so nonchalantly.

I ignored her gaze, pretending not to notice.

“Anyway, let’s get going. Staying here much longer feels off, and we need to prepare for camping ahead,” Erme said.

“Camping.”

What a dreadful word.

Even in modern times, camping was an annoying task. 

It might sound romantic, but at night, bugs swarm around you, and there are countless inconveniences to deal with.

“Well, the carriage looks clean enough, so how about staying there tonight?”

Erme’s meaningful smile made me hesitate.

Sleeping in the carriage with her alone…

“That sounds… unpleasant.”

But it’s not like I could refuse to sleep.

If my guess was correct, we’d be walking the rest of the way to The Cradle starting tomorrow.

“I’m really unlucky, aren’t I?”

All I could do was sigh inwardly.

The Demon King.

An unholy king born of darkness, leading demonic forces for personal conquest, invading the mortal realm.

Because of this threat, humanity was forced to unite.

Humans and other races joined forces, along with the legendary figures known as heroes.

Warrior Hero.

Mage Hero.

Thief Hero.

Priest Hero.

“Now, they’re named differently depending on the weapon they use—like Sword Hero or Saintess.”

But back in the day, that’s how they were categorized.

“At some point, though, the narrative started to change.”

This shift coincided with the appearance of the labyrinths.

The labyrinths had suddenly emerged, vast and brimming with magical energy, right in the heart of the Empire.

“Although ‘heart of the Empire’ is a bit misleading—it was far enough from the capital that it wasn’t a major issue.”

At the time, every mage headed toward the labyrinth.

Warriors followed suit.

While researching the labyrinth, they made an extraordinary discovery.

“Leveling up strengthens the soul,” Erme explained.

“Strengthens the soul?”

“Yes. To put it simply, your vessel expands,” she said with a slight smile.

So leveling up was designed to work like that.

“The Empire established a village near the labyrinth. Over the centuries, it grew into what is now known as the Labyrinth City.”

“Labyrinth City, huh.”

“It’s a real city. Population-wise, it might even surpass the Empire’s capital.”

It was hard to grasp what she meant, but comparing it to memories from my previous life, it was like saying Busan had more people than Seoul.

“That’s kind of shocking.”

It truly was a startling notion.

“And because it’s such a place, you’ll see plenty of unpleasant things there,” Erme added casually.

“Unpleasant things?”

“The ugly side of people who’ve hit rock bottom. Like the end of those who failed to receive any blessings. Or those who were granted incredible Gifts, grew arrogant, and ruined their lives.”

“…….”

Well, that made sense.

The labyrinth was a place where one could chase after wealth and glory.

But on the flip side.

“It’s also a magnet for desperate people willing to gamble their lives.”

As we continued our conversation, we quickly arrived at The Cradle.

At the entrance, there was a long line of people waiting.

“Like moths to a flame, they’ve all gathered,” Erme said with a smirk.

“Of course,” I replied, nodding.

After all, the Adventurer’s Guild had been recruiting heavily for those who’d be entering the labyrinth.

“Oh, right. I forgot to introduce myself properly,” Erme said.

“Introduce yourself?”

“I gave a fake name yesterday. My name is Erme. I’ve been chosen as a Sword Hero candidate and am destined to become the owner of the Sacred Sword. Nice to meet you,” she said, smiling confidently.

“Isn’t that a bit too much information?”

“Well, you don’t seem like the type to blabber about it, at least,” Erme replied casually.

That’s true.

There’s no way someone would reveal such dangerous secrets unless they were on the verge of death.

“I’m Yuseong. Han Yuseong. My profession is thief, and I’m not a hero candidate,” I said.

“Really? I’d prefer it if you were a hero candidate.”

“So, how does one become a hero candidate, anyway?”

“It’s simple. You need at least two A-class Gifts, or a single S-class Gift,” Erme explained casually.

“…….”

I thought about my Gifts.

Two S-class Gifts.

One A-class Gift.

“Am I… a Thief Hero candidate?”

Come to think of it, it made sense.

From the beginning, I had chosen the Thief Hero and set the difficulty to “Very Easy.”

I had even heard that difficulty settings came with some adjustments.


“I picked ‘Very Easy’ just to play comfortably…”

And this was the result?

I wore a look of dismay.

“Please, don’t do this to me.”



 
  
    Chapter 5: I’ve Been Waiting for Someone Like You


Before arriving at The Cradle, I had several questions about my abilities.

My Gift, Thief’s Pinnacle (S), seemed like a skill that operated entirely on its own terms.

For example, the sudden dash I used against Han Ul.

Or the way it naturally guided me to suppress my footsteps.

Even finding the ominous nail earlier—these things came to me effortlessly.

“I’d like to confirm just how far this ability can go.”

Despite the challenges, I had spent some time practicing.

I worked on silencing my footsteps, suppressing my presence, and climbing trees using parkour techniques.

“And once I tried it…”

It felt like I had learned those skills, as if they became permanently ingrained.

There were also some noticeable changes.

“Huh?”

“What’s wrong?”

“It feels like you’re even less noticeable today than you were yesterday.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Things like your presence or your footsteps. I can see your form in front of me, but it’s like you’re not even there. It’s kind of creepy.”

Through Erme’s peculiar mix of formal and informal speech, I picked up on a few things.

“Once I master a skill, it seems to become semi-permanent.”

Other useful knowledge had come to me as well—such as how to make poison.

“This is…”

While Absolute Theft let me steal things like magic, Thief’s Pinnacle seemed to let me do just about anything.

“It’s practically cheating.”

The more I used it, the clearer it became.

Anything a thief could conceivably do, I could achieve:

Evading enemy attacks.

Making sudden leaps.

Distracting foes and charging at them in an instant.

The last three days had been spent honing these techniques.

“I suppose training while marching does make people stronger.”

Erme had muttered such a comment, but that was a minor concern.

“There are so many things I could potentially use.”

From pickpocketing and managing subordinates to displaying charisma and even training assassins.

I could forge counterfeits, create forgeries, and navigate black markets.

“There’s so much to sort out—I’ll need to organize it all later.”

At last, we arrived at The Cradle.

Teaming up with Erme wasn’t without its perks.

While she had an explosive personality in bad ways, she also had a fiery determination in good ways.

“From now on, leave the money to me,” Erme said, striking a pose like an older brother trying to show off.

“I can’t get you anything too expensive, but if it’s reasonable, I’ll buy it for you.”

She glanced at me cautiously as she spoke. Did she think I was about to demand something extravagant?

“Well, we still don’t know each other that well.”

The first thing we did after arriving at The Cradle wasn’t anything dramatic.

We secured an inn.

“Even if we’re heading into the labyrinth, we’ve all accumulated some travel fatigue. Well, maybe not you, but women need to stay clean.”

Actually, I appreciated the break.

The inn was surprisingly satisfying.

It wasn’t top-tier, but it prioritized cleanliness. The bath was nice, too.

We arrived at The Cradle in the evening, got settled, and spent the night at the inn.

It was a relief to sleep in and take my time for the first time in a while.

“You seem to like the inn,” Erme remarked.

“Yeah.”

“Good to hear. You’ve got this elegant look, but you’re not as picky as I thought.”

“What is she even saying this early in the morning?”

Was it just because it was morning?

“I liked how clean it was.”

“Exactly! Cleanliness is essential if you want to stay in the adventuring game for long.”

I mostly ignored Erme’s chatter and focused on eating the sandwich in front of me.

“This place serves decent portions with good value. You’ve got to have meat and veggies, after all. I’d love to splurge on fruit, but that’s a bit out of reach for now. Just wait a year, and we’ll have plenty.”

In a year, maybe we’d finally be able to eat fruit freely.

After finishing a light breakfast at the inn, Erme dragged me to the blacksmith.

“I don’t need anything, but you do,” she said with certainty.

“Me?”

“Yep. You’ve got two weapons, right?”

She was right.

One was a cheap dagger I’d bought as a spare.

The other was the Blood-Soaked Dagger.

“Both are lacking. One’s too junky, and the other’s too good.”

I had to agree.

Honestly, I hadn’t expected Han Ul to die in a single strike.

When I threw the dagger, I was just hoping it would hit.

“But he did die instantly.”

And the Blood-Soaked Dagger looked far too remarkable just from its appearance alone.

“It’s about the quality of your gear.”

“You should get a backup weapon and maybe a proper sword. I’ll cover the cost.”

“Isn’t that a bit much?”

“Not really. Having solid equipment for defense is always good. Besides, I feel a little guilty about something.”

“Guilty?”

“…I think Han Ul was probably aiming for me.”

“Ah, I see.”

“It’s not much of an apology, but since I can’t just say ‘let’s call it even,’ I want to make sure you have what you need to settle in here.”

“Well, if that’s the case, I don’t mind.”

I felt genuinely relieved.

At the very least, Erme seemed determined to keep her promises.

“And now, let’s talk about something important.”

“Important?”

“The nail and how we’ll divide it.”

Erme glanced at me with a meaningful look.

Hadn’t we already settled everything about the nail?

“I only gave it to her because I didn’t want it.”

I didn’t really want to talk about it anymore, but I had to make things clear.

“You can have it all.”

“I’d love to do that, but I want to stick with you for a long time,” she said, flashing a grin.

Ugh. I hated the sound of that.

When I grimaced, Erme looked at me with a hurt expression.

“Wow, am I really that unpleasant? I’m super pretty, you know!”

“That’s true, but pretty or not, your personality is a bit…”

“Geez, Yuseong! Compliments like that in such a crowded place are kind of embarrassing, you know.”

This is driving me insane.

“To be fair, it’s not like Erme is a bad person.”

Having a reliable damage-dealer and tank like her was always a good thing.

Sure, if she were mediocre, she’d be neither here nor there. 

But as someone who could cover both offense and defense, she was invaluable.

As we chatted, we finally arrived at the blacksmith.

“Do you have a preferred primary weapon?”

“I’m not picky with weapons. Oh, but having a few throwing daggers would be nice.”

“That makes sense—you’re pretty skilled with daggers.”

I could use other weapons if I had to, but with the Blood-Soaked Dagger in my possession, focusing on daggers seemed like the obvious choice.

Clang.

As soon as we stepped into the blacksmith’s shop, we were greeted by a man.

He had a thick beard and a short stature, but more striking than that—

“His proportions are different from regular people.”

His head was slightly larger, and his body was packed with dense muscle.

“A dwarf?”

“First time seeing one? Oh, right, The Cradle recently started accepting adventurers from the labyrinth, didn’t they?”

“That gentleman over there is a dwarf who holds the title of Master Craftsman,” Erme explained.

“Master Craftsman?”

“Hoo? You’ve got quite the eye, miss,” the dwarf said with a smirk.

“Of course, of course! I’m a woman with excellent taste,” Erme replied, raising the corners of her lips in pride.

While they chatted, I scanned the room.

“This place looks pretty good.”

Using the knowledge granted by Thief’s Pinnacle, I examined the swords on display.

Each one had excellent balance and flexibility.

It was no coincidence that the dwarf was called a Master Craftsman.

“Huh, he seems to know what he’s looking at,” the dwarf remarked, glancing at me.

“How’d you figure that?”

“Just the way you’re checking for the qualities of a good sword. It shows.”

So even that could reveal a skilled person. Interesting.

I picked out a sword that caught my attention.

“You know how to handle a blade, but this one’s a bit short,” the dwarf said.

It was too long to be called a dagger but too short to be classified as a longsword. 

Along with the sword, I picked up a few throwing daggers.

“They sell bows here too?”

My gaze lingered on the bows hanging on the wall.

“You know how to use a bow?” the dwarf asked.

A bow, huh…

“I probably do.”

If Thief’s Pinnacle could provide me with information on throwing daggers and tracking, then learning to use a bow didn’t seem like a stretch.

“I could probably shoot it.”

I picked up the bow and examined it.

It had a stable balance.

A beginner’s bow.

“But rather than this one…”

The black bow over there looked far more appealing.

“That one’s not for sale,” the dwarf said, shaking his head.

“It doesn’t seem to lack draw strength,” I noted.

“That’s not the issue. The bowstring is too sharp.”

“A bowstring… sharp? Why would anyone make it that way?”

“It was a special request from someone who wanted it to be usable as a weapon.”

“And the owner?”

“Can’t you guess? He ended up hanging himself on his own bowstring.”

“……”

What an absurd and pathetic reason.

Still, if the string was as sharp as described, it made sense.

“I’ll have to try shooting it.”

“Go ahead. There’s a practice range nearby,” the dwarf replied.

A practice range? It looked more like an empty lot to me.

“But that bow doesn’t seem to have an owner. Is it really okay for me to try it out?”

“Didn’t you hear what I just said? No, wait—adventurers never listen to what I say anyway,” the dwarf muttered, his gaze turning resigned.

“As long as you acknowledge that any injuries caused by using the bow are not my responsibility, you can do whatever you want.”

“Fair enough. Let’s go.”

I grabbed the black bow and grinned.

Erme watched Yuseong with a look of anticipation.

“He knows how to use a bow too?”

His swordsmanship was already exceptional.

Not to mention his ambush techniques were even more impressive.

Over the past few days on the way to The Cradle, she had watched him train.

“He’s incredible.”

It was like he was born to be an assassin.

Sometimes, watching him gave me chills.

I could see him, but there was no presence—like I was looking at a ghost. I had experienced this a few times already.

“And now he can handle ranged combat too?”

He was a jack-of-all-trades.

No, more than that—he was too versatile.

Every time I saw him, it felt like he was peeling back another layer, revealing something new, like an onion.

“I want him.”

He was a sweet fruit, irresistible.

But with such sweetness came the risk of attracting other bees.

“It’s going to be a little troublesome, but…”

A talent like that would be welcomed anywhere.

Meanwhile, Han Yuseong lifted the bow. 

The string was razor-sharp, sharp enough to draw blood with the slightest mistake.

“Oh, wait, here are some gloves and a finger guard—”

The dwarf stopped mid-sentence.

Han Yuseong had already gripped the bowstring without hesitation.

“What the…?”

The dwarf stared blankly at Yuseong.

The string was so sharp it could cut into flesh just from being held. 

That’s why its previous owner had mishandled it and lost their life.

But Yuseong held it like it was nothing.

Thief’s Pinnacle.

The terrifying skill that ignored even the laws of common sense was at work again, showcasing his extraordinary dexterity.

“Oh, your form is excellent,” the dwarf remarked.

Han Yuseong focused intently.

Right now, he was trying to grasp the feeling of shooting a bow.

“Normally, learning something like this would cost money and plenty of mistakes.”

But thanks to the dwarf’s generosity, this was possible.

He adjusted his stance. It came naturally—Thief’s Pinnacle was teaching him.

“This is how you use a bow.”

“Wow…”

A voice of admiration broke the silence.

Unintentionally, the onlookers couldn’t help but be impressed by Yuseong’s flawless form.

Something about him felt different.

“A proper rear guard…”

Erme was deeply moved.

And yet, he was also powerful as a front-line fighter.

“Judging by how he discovered that nail, he even has talent in reconnaissance.”

This man is becoming more and more desirable.

He can scout, handle close combat, and is proficient with a bow?

The thief class is usually mediocre unless exceptional, but when someone is this skilled.

“I need to nurture him properly.”

He was superior to any thief candidate she’d ever encountered.

Always calm and collected, ruthless when it came to killing enemies, and adept at reconnaissance. 

He was, in a way, the perfect all-around player.

And yet, even after sharing a roof with someone as beautiful as herself, he hadn’t shown the slightest inappropriate interest.

Of course, she didn’t believe it was completely genuine.

There was no way he disliked someone with her looks.

It just meant his self-control was extraordinary.

As Erme’s hazy, dreamy gaze locked onto Han Yuseong, he released the bowstring.

Thwang!

The arrow hit its mark dead center, striking a can and embedding itself into the wooden target behind it.

Erme immediately rushed over to Yuseong and grabbed his hands with both of hers.

“……”

“What now?” Yuseong thought, staring at her impassively.

Looking directly into his eyes, Erme declared:

“I’ve been waiting for someone like you. I’ll make sure to take great care of you.”


Her words, sounding almost like a confession, left Han Yuseong wondering:

“What on earth is she talking about?”

[Main Quest Completed!]

[Check your rewards!]



 
  
    Chapter 6: First Experience


[Main Quest Completed!]

[Check your rewards!]

Oh, right. This kind of thing existed.

While lying in bed after returning to the inn, a notification popped up.

“Rewards, huh.”

The rewards so far had been good, but…

Each of them seemed to come with some sort of drawback.

“Well, better than nothing, obviously.”

Take Fatal Allure (A), for example. 

It tended to attract unnecessary attention.

Most people didn’t seem to notice, but whenever my instincts told me someone was dangerous, I’d catch them flinching while looking at me.

It was said to allow me to instinctively detect someone’s fatal weaknesses.

“Now that I’ve used the bow, I think I understand what that means a little better.”

It felt like the most critical and vulnerable points of a target became visible to me.

Next were Blood-Soaked Dagger (B) and Hidden Space (B).

Both were incredibly useful, though the dagger practically screamed, “Look at me! I’m an amazing item!” which made me wary of drawing attention.

The hidden space paired with it made it manageable, but only barely.

“Anyway, worrying about it doesn’t change anything.”

Rewards were fixed, after all.

While I didn’t like attracting attention, what I liked even less was risking my life.

A reward is a reward, so I checked it.

[Gift Acquired: Innate Combat Instincts (B)]

“This one’s B-rank, huh.”

Maybe it’s because I’d recently received a lot of higher-ranked Gifts.

B-rank felt a bit underwhelming.

“Am I getting spoiled?”

It was a luxury to even be thinking this way when survival was at stake.

[Gift]

Innate Combat Instincts (B)

Growth Type

◇ Regardless of the weapon you use, you can demonstrate skilled proficiency.
◇ When using anything recognized as a weapon, combat instincts are enhanced.

“So this time, it’s combat-related.”

One thing I had realized while completing quests:

These quests seemed interconnected, leading into the next.

“Whether it’s a Main Quest, Sub Quest, or Encounter Quest, I’m not entirely sure yet.”

Still, with the labyrinth ahead, something combat-related was the best kind of reward.

That was when I noticed something different in the description.

Growth Type?

Can Gifts really grow?

Instead of questioning it further, I focused on figuring out how to use it.

The description mentioned using a weapon, so I picked up the sword I had received from Armel.

As I took my stance.

“Ah, so this is how it works.”

I instinctively knew how to strike faster to kill an opponent or how to move quickly toward my target.

It felt similar to the intuitive sensation provided by Thief’s Pinnacle, but more focused on weapons and combat.

“So it’s like honing that intuition specifically for fighting?”

The more I used it, the more it seemed like it would develop further.

Whatever the case, my combat ability had improved, and that was enough to make me content.

“Today has been quite productive.”

I glanced at the black bow and smiled with satisfaction.

“Take it, it’s yours,” the dwarf had said after watching me shoot the bow.

“There’s no one else who could handle it properly anyway. It’s a bow designed for low-level use, so it’s not even that impressive.”

“It does seem like that,” I replied.

“Hey, don’t you think you’re being a bit too honest?”

“Haha, maybe that’s why someone with such raw honesty is being acknowledged here for their skills.”

“Yeah, yeah, you’re amazing. Anyway, the bow is free.”

“Awesome! Then about the arrows—”

“Arrows cost money. But since I enjoyed the show, I’ll give you a discount.”

And just like that, I got the bow for free.

“After all, fighting safely from the back with a bow is the best!”

I smiled contentedly and fell asleep.

The next morning, as I ate breakfast, Erme made an announcement.

“We’re heading into the labyrinth today.”

“The labyrinth, huh.”

Currently, we were well-equipped thanks to our time at The Cradle.

Our party consisted of two members.

There was no need to worry about the vanguard.

We had a reliable Sword Hero candidate in Erme—someone with talent so real that her name was featured in the game’s title.

As for me, I was a versatile member, capable of fighting in both the front and rear.

“Though I’d prefer not to fight up front.”

If I had to, I could.

That left us with just one gap to fill.

“We need a priest and a mage.”

However, priests and mages were rare professions. 

Chances were we’d end up taking warriors or other thieves instead.

That’s usually how it went at the start.

“First, we need to officially register with the Adventurer’s Guild.”

“I’m already registered,” I replied.

I had signed up back in the village where I met Lucia, before arriving at The Cradle.

“What’s next?”

“Next, we’ll need to join a clan.”

“A clan?”

“Yes, a clan. Oh, I didn’t explain properly, did I? Within the Adventurer’s Guild, members can form smaller groups called clans based on mutual interests and goals.” 

“Normally, people stick to their clans, but during labyrinth incidents or external emergencies, everyone unites under the guild. That’s the structure of the Adventurer’s Guild.”

To put it simply, the guild was like a large corporation, and the clans were its subcontractors.

“I mentioned clans in case you were thinking of joining one,” she continued.

“I’ll have to take my time looking into them,” I replied.

After all, I didn’t know much about any of them.

“There’s no rush. You can always create or join a clan later. What’s more important right now is forming a bond.”

“A bond?”

That reminded me of what Han Ul had mentioned—using the system to share experience points with others.

Apparently, it allowed for leveling up.

“Leveling up, huh.”

I had no idea how effective it actually was.

If Han Ul’s level was 2, then…

“I still don’t really get it.”

Was Han Ul even strong in the first place?

He was a mage, and the situation had been far too unique. 

A mage going toe-to-toe with an assassin in a 1:1 fight wasn’t normal.

“Yuseong, you might not know this, but the strength of a Gift significantly impacts how much stronger you become as you level up,” Erme explained.

“Really?”

“Take Han Ul, the one you killed. He was probably at level 2 with a C-rank Gift.”

“A C-rank Gift?”

“It refers to the Gift’s tier. It was likely something related to mana. As for you, Yuseong…”

Erme trailed off, resting her chin on her hand and giving me a meaningful look.

Her gaze seemed to say she already knew everything, even if I didn’t say a word.

“Why am I so highly regarded here?”

Then again, I had my suspicions.

In this world, those referred to as “geniuses” typically possessed B-rank Gifts.

A-rank individuals were national treasures, managed directly by the state.

S-rank Gifts were so rare that even searching the entire continent might uncover only a handful of them.

It was because of their rarity that individuals with S-rank Gifts were elevated as Hero candidates.

“She probably has at least one,” I thought, noting Erme’s sly smile and the meaningful look in her eyes as she gazed at me.

As for me, I already had two S-rank Gifts and two A-rank Gifts.

It was already a dangerous combination, and attracting more attention would only make things worse in the future.

“Shall we go recruit some party members now?” Erme suggested.

The Adventurer’s Guild was bustling with activity.

“This is the heart of The Cradle!”

“They say this round of Hero candidates is full of monsters. Have you seen the Mage candidate?”

Amid the chatter, I could feel several curious gazes fixed on us.

A few were directed at Erme, but the worst part was—

“Why are they looking at me?”

It seemed like Fatal Allure (A) was passively projecting a threatening aura again.

“Can I turn this off?”

As I thought about it, I felt the ability deactivate.

“Oh, so I can turn it off.”

The passive traits weren’t entirely gone.

I was still someone who attracted people with peculiar tastes and could instinctively identify others’ fatal weaknesses.

But the indiscriminate aura of intimidation had vanished.

“Now I can finally relax.”

As I breathed a sigh of relief, someone nearby spoke up.

“Wow, you’ve got guts, don’t you?”

“……?”

“You just appraised them, didn’t you?”

“Appraised? What appraisal?”

What was this person even talking about?

I glanced at them with a disinterested expression, and Erme gave a small nod.

“So, there’s no one here who caught your eye?”

Another one of her odd assumptions.

I didn’t have the energy to respond to every one of her comments.

“Besides, Erme tends to handle everything on her own anyway.”

She was highly capable and had a habit of giving me unwarranted high praise, which, for now, worked in my favor.

“What about those two over there? They seemed the most responsive when you ‘appraised’ earlier,” Erme said, pointing toward a man and a woman.

The woman carried a mace, and the man had a sword.

“Two warriors?”

Their positions weren’t ideal, but it wasn’t strictly necessary to have a priest or mage.

“That would be best, of course, but as long as everyone can pull their weight, it doesn’t matter.”

The problem was that the two seemed to regard us with heavy suspicion.

“This might be difficult.”

Erme, as confident as ever, strode toward them.

As we approached, the man stepped forward protectively.

“A dangerous man…” muttered the sharp-eyed woman.

“And what brings you here?” asked the cautious man.

“We’re new to The Cradle and wanted to invite you to join us in exploring the labyrinth,” Erme explained.

“You’re new to the labyrinth?”

The man looked surprised at Erme’s response and stared at me intently, as did the woman.

Their gazes were so piercing they felt oppressive.

I gave a small nod, and the man’s expression turned incredulous.

“This can’t be… no, someone like you wouldn’t lie,” he said.

“Of course not,” Erme replied confidently.

The man adjusted his glasses as he continued to assess me, his words so flattering they bordered on excessive.

Erme’s shoulders practically touched the sky as she nodded in agreement, clearly pleased with the high evaluation.

“If two people join us, that leaves one spot open. What should we do about it?”

“As long as everyone can pull their weight, there’s no need to fill it,” I said.

“That’s true. In the labyrinth, danger doesn’t come only from monsters,” the man added.

“You’re well-informed,” Erme replied, letting out an eerie chuckle that the man mirrored.

We quickly decided to form a party.

“Let’s introduce ourselves,” the man suggested.

“I’m Marcel. This rather sharp-looking lady here is Theresa.”

“Nice to meet you.”

“I’m Erme, and this gentleman is Han Yuseong.”

“Looking forward to working together.”

“Let’s head out, then.”

“Though there’s no need to rush. Entry to the labyrinth happens all at once, anyway,” Marcel remarked.

All at once?

Did that mean everyone entered simultaneously?

I was pondering the implications when Erme clarified.

“No matter how you enter, it’s the same. Once inside, everyone gets dropped in at the same time. And when exiting, everyone leaves at the same time as well.”

The more I learned about the labyrinth, the stranger it seemed.

“Let’s go,” Erme said confidently, taking the lead.

Wait, isn’t this her first time in The Cradle? She seems way too familiar with the place.

“Well, she’s a Hero candidate. She probably knows what she’s doing.”

I followed her, trusting her instincts.

“Let’s proceed with the party bonding spell for the four of you,” the receptionist said.

A strange sensation ran through all of us, like an invisible thread connecting our souls.

“So this is the bonding spell?”

It felt like something intangible but significant had linked us all together.

Instinctively, I realized that Plunder (S) could probably do something about this connection if needed.

“I’ll save that for when someone decides to betray us.”

After introductions, we discussed our roles.

“I’m on the front line,” Marcel said.

“I’m a vanguard too. Nice to meet you,” Theresa added.

The sharp-looking woman, who seemed to be a paladin, shook hands with Erme.

“I’ll keep that in mind, Berserker Theresa,” Erme said with a knowing smile.

“…Do you know me?”

“Of course! You’re famous. And this person here is…”

“A support mage,” Marcel said.

“I figured as much. Offensive elemental mages are great, but they tend to level up elsewhere, not in places like this.”

“Elemental mages and we are different,” Marcel said with a hint of pride.

“Support mages specialize in spells that assist party members. While their raw power is weaker than that of elemental mages, they offer many advantages to the party.”

“I see.”

So, we had two vanguards and two rear guards.

“This man here, Han Yuseong, can operate as both a vanguard and a rear guard,” Erme added.

“Why would a man like you even bother with a bow?” Theresa scoffed.

“Haha, because he’s excellent with it,” Erme replied with a smirk.

“Bows are for weaklings. Maces are better,” Theresa said, patting her weapon lovingly.

“Is she trying to start a fight?”

After some time spent learning about each other, it was finally our turn to enter the labyrinth.

“Everyone, proceed in order!”

At the guide’s instructions, people began stepping into the portal, disappearing one by one.

When my turn came, I understood how it worked.

“A warp…?”


A wave of blue light shimmered in the air.

As I stepped into it, the sight of the people around me vanished.

“Let’s go,” Erme said, motioning for us to enter.

With that, our group stepped into the labyrinth.



 
  
    Chapter 7: The Sharp-Eared Ones


A cold, sharp sensation ran through me.

What lay before me was a dimly lit cave.

I wasn’t sure how, but faint lights illuminated the area.

“It’s not like there’s an opening anywhere.”

All I could see was a long, dark space lined with black stone.

But there were other peculiarities.

When we entered the labyrinth, there had been so many people—but now, our team was the only group present.

“Unlike entering the labyrinth itself, once inside, the first floor scatters everyone randomly,” Erme said, noticing my puzzled expression.

“The labyrinth is a place where time and space are completely jumbled. That’s because of the entity dwelling in the depths of the abyss. Its mere existence distorts everything.”

She spoke with a slight smile, casting her gaze downward toward the abyss.

“Just its existence can warp time and space?”

What kind of monster could that even be?

I glanced at Erme with suspicion.

“How does she know all this?”

Was this information shared only with Hero candidates?

If I were to officially become a Hero candidate, would I gain access to this kind of knowledge?

Something about it felt deeply unsettling, almost dangerous.

Since coming into this body, I’d found that my instincts were often spot-on.

“I definitely shouldn’t become a Hero candidate.”

As I silently reaffirmed my resolve, Erme spoke again.

At the same time, I sensed faint movements in the distance.

Without hesitation, I drew my bowstring and aimed at the direction of the noise.

“Yuseong?”

“…Sharp instincts, my friend. We’re just passing through, so there’s no need for hostility.”

From the shadows emerged a group of five people.

“An armored man, a man carrying an axe on his back, a woman with a bow, a female priest, and a man dressed like a mage.”

Every single one of them was far stronger than me.

I could tell they had the power to kill me in an instant.

Sweat began to drip down my back.

“What’s this? Rohan, have you grown rusty since your last run in the labyrinth?”

“My instincts haven’t dulled, thank you. I’ve sensed plenty of others on the way here.”

“That’s true. Maybe this guy’s instincts are just unusually sharp?”

The sharp-eyed man carrying an axe on his back stared at me briefly before speaking.

“Seems like you’ve got some talent as a rear guard.”

He pulled something from his pocket—a crimson circular emblem—and showed it to me.

“If you ever want to join our clan, look for this mark.”

“Dawn of the Crimson Circle!”

The name immediately made Marcel, the bespectacled mage, gasp in astonishment.

“Why would the Dawn of the Crimson Circle… No, do they think a man like him is worthy of such an esteemed clan?”

Ignoring Marcel’s words, I lowered my bow.

There was no point in aiming at them—my threat wouldn’t scare them, and there was no use antagonizing them.

“No need to provoke them.”

If they had ill intentions, our team would be wiped out in an instant.

“Ah, no wonder you seemed familiar,” the axe man said with a knowing grin.

“That’s the confident rookie from the guild earlier.”

“The bold new recruit?”

The priestess, her radiant beauty nearly dazzling, studied me carefully.

“Not as striking as Lucia, but close enough.”

Her appearance could easily rival that of the infamous villainess, though her energy was much gentler.

The priestess’s bright, sparkling eyes fixed on me.

“I like kids like him. These days, no one has that kind of spirit.”

“That’s because you’re the strange one,” the man named Rohan muttered. “Anyway, let’s get moving.”

“Yeah, we didn’t come here to waste time.”

At Rohan’s words, the group melted back into the shadows of the labyrinth and disappeared.

“So that’s what they call the famous Shadow Step, huh?”

“A truly enviable Gift,” Marcel remarked.

Erme, clearly impressed, murmured in agreement.

But she quickly clapped her hands together to bring us back to focus.

“Enough of that. We need to move. The others are already ahead of us.”

“Got it,” Theresa replied, her dazed expression now alert.

I also nodded in agreement.

We started walking briskly. 

Erme took the lead and began issuing instructions.

“As I mentioned earlier, our number-one priority is survival. If you notice anything unusual, report it to either me or Han Yuseong immediately.”

“Understood.”

“Sure thing.”

“…Why am I being included in this?”

This was my first time in the labyrinth.

“I guess I’ll just leave everything to Erme.”

Resigned to my role, I followed along.

Erme continued speaking, unbothered by the skeptical look in my eyes.

“Next, even if you meet other adventurers, always stay on guard. The labyrinth’s dangers don’t just come from monsters. If I give this signal, immediately engage in combat or ambush them.”

“Isn’t that a bit extreme?” I asked.

“You’re underestimating the labyrinth. This place is a pit that swallows everything. If it comes down to it, Marcel, you’ll have to attack the enemy to save at least our party. Of course, I’ll judge the situation rationally.”

“Understood,” Marcel said, nodding in agreement with Erme’s plan.

We continued walking for a while.

Then I sensed something strange ahead. 

I raised my hand to halt the group.

“There’s something unusual up ahead.”

“How many?”

“Four… no, five. One is hiding.”

“An ambusher? Maybe a goblin archer,” Erme speculated, drawing her sword.

I gripped my bow tightly.

“Shall I take out the one hiding in the back first?”

“Please do,” Erme nodded.

I pulled the bowstring taut, aiming for the hidden presence.

Suddenly, a blue line appeared in my vision.

“Natural Combat Sense (B).”

It wasn’t just showing me the enemy—it marked exactly where my arrow should land.

So this is what it means to enhance weapon mastery.

Compared to yesterday’s practice with the dwarf’s bow, my senses now felt eerily sharp.

I lined up my shot and let the arrow fly.

“Hit.”

Even before the arrow connected, I was certain it would land.

I swiftly drew my sword and rushed forward.

Thud!

Before the goblins could even react, the hidden archer had an arrow lodged in its head.

“Nice shot,” Erme said, charging ahead.

Theresa followed right behind her.

I drew my sword and joined the fray.

Erme closed the gap to the goblins in an instant.

She kicked the first goblin hard, sending it tumbling backward.

“Screech!”

Without hesitation, she swung her sword, beheading another goblin cleanly.

Theresa swung her mace with brutal force, smashing a goblin that was closing in on Erme.

I turned my attention to the goblin charging toward me.

Its green skin and disheveled, elderly appearance made it look almost pathetic.

Even without a readable expression, there was a clear sense of urgency in its movements.

“Do I look like the weakest?”

I swung my sword as the faint blue line from Natural Combat Sense (B) guided my attack.

The blade sliced cleanly through the goblin’s neck.

“Wow, clean work,” Theresa said, giving me a thumbs-up.

“Well, this is awkward.”

Marcel adjusted his glasses, wearing a troubled expression.

“A support mage worrying about their role in a party with three front-liners… what an odd team dynamic.”

“You could’ve spent that time picking up the loot instead of complaining,” Erme snapped at him.

Marcel let out a quiet sigh and began gathering the goblins’ remains.

There wasn’t much loot, though—just goblin ears and a single mana stone.

Mana stones were worth about one silver coin each.

Goblin ears, on the other hand, were valuable to researchers for magical studies.

“Maybe labyrinth work isn’t as bad as I thought—it feels like easy farming.”

Killing goblins wasn’t particularly difficult.

Each kill left me feeling something gradually filling up inside me.

“Is this experience?”

There was also a strange, invigorating sensation coursing through my body.

“Status window.”

Name: Han Yuseong (Lv. 1)
Strength: 3
Agility: 3
Stamina: 3
Mana: 3
Spirit: 3
Perception: 3

◆ Gifts


	Thief’s Mastery (S)

	Plunder (S)

	Lethal Constitution (A)

	Natural Combat Sense (B)



◆ Skills


	Hidden Space (B)



“Wait, when did these stats increase?”

I could feel some changes in my body, but it didn’t feel like I’d become three times stronger.

“I’ve definitely grown stronger.”

I felt at least twice as powerful as I had at the beginning. 

It was strange to be able to gauge my improvement so clearly.

“Thief’s Mastery…”

It seemed to be helping me compare my current abilities to my previous ones with ease. 

What a ridiculous skill—it truly made almost anything possible.

As we continued hunting goblins, I noticed faint presences behind us.

“Something’s following us…”

“I’ve been sensing something behind us for a while now,” I said.

“Following us?”

Erme turned to look but frowned, seemingly unable to detect anything.

“I can’t sense anything… but if you say so, Yuseong, it must be true. Probably scavengers.”

She drew her sword, and Theresa and Marcel also prepared for combat.

“I’ll show you why support mages are so valued by front-liners,” Marcel said, adjusting his glasses confidently.

He pointed his staff at us, and faint stardust-like particles settled over our bodies.

“Oh…”

I immediately felt lighter. My strength seemed to increase slightly as well.

So this is the power of a support mage—to grant buffs to teammates.

“Yuseong, how many are there?”

“Ten. Five are hanging back a bit.”

“Scavengers don’t tend to be skilled, but still, ten people…”

None of us considered fleeing. Instead, everyone’s determination for a fight was palpable.

“Theresa will protect Marcel while Yuseong and I attack. That’s the best formation,” Erme declared.

“Ha, don’t worry about me. I can protect myself,” Marcel said, pushing up his glasses with a confident smirk.

Erme and I nodded in agreement.

Once we were ready, we suppressed our presence and moved to ambush them.

Clink, clink.

The sound of boots echoed faintly. Soon, a group of five appeared, walking directly toward us.

“Weak.”

That was my first thought as I observed them.

Three melee fighters, one mage, and an archer.

Hiding in the shadows, I silently drew my bowstring, relying on Thief’s Mastery (S) to mask my presence completely.

“…! Where did they go?”

“They should be around here! Did they notice us?”

The five began to panic, their voices tinged with confusion.

Erme stepped out of the shadows, revealing herself.

“Hello there, scavengers.”

Without another word, she swung her sword, cleanly severing the neck of the warrior closest to her.

Wait, did she just decapitate him? Without any conversation?

I gritted my teeth.

So this is the barbaric world I’m living in now…

Suppressing my shock, I took aim. 

My target was the archer, who was beginning to focus on Erme.

The arrow flew silently, piercing through the archer’s neck.

“H-Harun!”

A desperate cry rang out.

Taking advantage of the chaos, I dashed forward.

My target?

The mage.

Mages were fragile, easy to take down, and couldn’t defend themselves if interrupted mid-spell.

Take out the mage, and the fight can turn in your favor instantly.

However, just as I was about to strike, Erme’s urgent voice stopped me.

“W-wait! Stop! They’re Earfolk!”

Earfolk?

I froze as Erme’s shout echoed, causing gasps of shock from around us.

“Earfolk?”

I turned my head, spotting the women Erme was referring to.

Their beauty was almost otherworldly, with sharp, striking features and luminous eyes.

At the same time, I noticed another group emerging from the shadows—eight of them.

Their smug expressions hinted at their confidence.

But there was something strange about the reactions of everyone else.

“How are they here!?”

“This is a violation of the pact!”

The air was suddenly charged with tension.

“Run! Now!”

The enemies who had been ready to attack us suddenly turned tail and began to flee.

What the…?

Even Erme and Marcel were acting strangely.

Teresa, who usually wore a blank expression, now had her face contorted in a deep scowl.

“Those lunatics actually came into the dungeon…!”

“Ah, was today the start of it?”

Erme grimaced, gritting her teeth in frustration.

“Everyone, retreat! Now!”

Even Erme, who had been attacking earlier, shifted her position and backed away.

What kind of people could make them act like this?


“They’ve spotted the men! It’s the men!”

“Kill the women and take the men alive!!”

“….”

The elves yelled as they charged toward us, their voices filled with unbridled malice.



 
  
    Chapter 8: The Earfolk (1)


Elves.

When one thinks of elves, the image that comes to mind is usually a graceful race skilled with bows, attuned to spirits, and in harmony with nature.

But the elves of this world are a little different.

They bear only daughters, requiring others to provide them with “seeds.”

Contrary to the common trope of orcs assaulting elves in the shadows, here it’s a different story altogether.

“Please, I have a family!”

“Shut up, pig! Hand over your seed now!”

Such is the grim reality of this world.

This world comprises multiple nations.

a single Empire,

kingdoms primarily composed of humans,

and nations established by other races.

The labyrinth emerged within the Empire’s territory, but its entrances are not confined to the Empire.

There’s the World Tree, the sacred land of the elves.

The Dragon Veins, sacred to the beastfolk.

The Highlands of Giants, sacred to orcs.

The Eternal Flame, revered by dwarves.

Entrances to the labyrinth exist in these sacred sites as well.

The labyrinth is a place where time and space are a chaotic mix, allowing encounters that should never happen. 

Normally, such clashes would be impossible, but with intent, one could invade another’s domain.

In the early days of the labyrinth’s existence, such chaos was rampant.

At that time, agreements existed among the races, as the Demon King—a mutual threat to their survival—loomed over them.

But as time passed, and countless powerful individuals emerged from the labyrinth,
the agreements began to falter.

This led to a great war.

Empowered by the forces gained from the labyrinth, nations began encroaching on each other’s territories.

The result? Near-total devastation.

Barely avoiding extinction, they forged new agreements, vowing that anyone attempting to break them in the future would face collective retribution.

“…This is why the Earfolk are such a problem.”

Erme let out a long sigh as she spoke.

This was Erme’s explanation so far.

However, there were a few points that didn’t sit right with me.

“But why are they attacking us now?”

“Well… while the agreement prohibits outright aggression, I think this time is a bit different.”

“What do you mean, different?”

“What I mean is…” Erme continued, “as I mentioned, the elf race is structured in a peculiar way—they can only give birth to daughters and must acquire seeds from other races.”

“That’s right.”

“So, as part of the agreements, the elves included a clause. When it’s time for them to gather seeds, they’re allowed to invade other labyrinths and take the seeds of men.”

“…”

I didn’t even know how to react to that.

I understood it was tied to their racial traits, but…

“This is just plain stupid.”

Couldn’t they have come up with a better justification?

“Moreover,” Erme added, “even if battles occur in the process, both sides have agreed to turn a blind eye.”

“…So killing them is allowed?”

“Yes, it’s not an issue.”

I didn’t expect myself to say this, but in an age of such barbarism, survival often meant accepting the unacceptable.

“Still, it’s best to avoid fighting them if we can.”

“Why?”

“Elves are at their strongest in labyrinths like this. Beyond their physical superiority to ordinary humans, their true strength lies in their mastery of stealth.”

“Most people can’t even detect when they’re hiding,” Erme explained.

“That does seem to be the case.”

I nodded in agreement. After all, the elf nearby had approached us, and I had only sensed them much too late.

But… this might actually be doable.

We could potentially get through this without losing anyone.

Still, I chose not to voice this thought. It would be unfair to ask the team to place their faith in my uncertain intuition.

“For now, let’s get out of here quickly.”

“…It’s a shame to abandon this labyrinth. With them around, clearing it will be too difficult.”

“There’s still plenty to learn at The Cradle,” Erme said. “Withdrawing isn’t the worst option.”

The group settled on retreat as the best course of action. I nodded without protest.

Once the decision to retreat was made, Erme led us out with impressive speed, as if our safety was her absolute priority.

“The more time I spend with her, the more I realize…”

She’s truly an exceptional leader.

She keeps her promises, makes quick decisions, and when it comes to combat, she’s relentless.

The problem was that Erme’s skill was almost too overwhelming, and she trusted me far too much.

“Nobody’s perfect,” I thought.

But that flaw of hers was a big one, considering I preferred to keep a low profile.

“Five goblins ahead.”

I also sensed faint traces of movement down the path to the right—two presences.

I quickly relayed this information to Erme.

“There are five goblins in front of us, and I think there are elves hiding on the path to the right.”

“Can you locate the hidden elves?”

It seemed like Erme was eager to eliminate the elves if possible.

“Well, of course.”

Five goblins wouldn’t pose much of a threat, but if the elves launched a surprise attack from behind, it could be dangerous.

“I’ll give it a try.”

“I’m counting on you.”

She usually spoke formally, but in urgent situations, she always switched to casual speech.

Not that it mattered right now.

I focused on the two presences. I trusted the information provided by Thief’s Pinnacle (S), but…

“It’s not guaranteed to be perfect.”

I carefully aimed my bow toward where I sensed the faintest of movements.

Creak!

The elves, startled, betrayed their positions with the subtlest shift.

Even if I couldn’t see them clearly, my instincts were sharp.

Then, something in my vision shifted—a faint blue line shone brightly, guiding me.

“Innate Combat Instincts (B).”

At the same time, I felt a strange certainty that this arrow would hit the enemy’s most vital spot.

I loosed the arrow, aiming along the glowing blue line.

The arrow curved mid-flight as if pulled by an unseen force and struck an elf squarely in the face.

Thwack!

“Nice shot!” Erme shouted with glee.

Without hesitation, she charged forward, beheading the other elf in a single, clean strike. Blood splattered across her face.

“Her swordsmanship is downright brutal.”

Thanks to her combat instincts, it was clear how eerily skilled she was with a blade.

During a short rest, Erme suddenly made a remark.

“These Earfolk are way too weak.”

But that wasn’t entirely correct.

It wasn’t that the elves were weak.

“We’re just too strong.”

Something felt off.

They weren’t supposed to die this easily.

The Earfolk were notorious for relentlessly hunting their prey in the dark, earning the fear and hatred of every race.

As Erme mulled over the situation, she glanced at Han Yuseong. 

The reason the elves were underperforming was clear.

Whenever an elf came within range, Yuseong either dealt with them or detected their presence before they could act.

“What a shame.”

Yuseong, now out of stamina, had slumped to the ground for a rest. 

While everyone had their weaknesses, his was rather glaring.

Perhaps because he was so talented, Yuseong never bothered with physical training.

“Even an assassin needs a minimum level of stamina.”

Watching him struggle to recover after just a bit of running, Erme couldn’t help but sigh.

Even Marcel, their bespectacled support mage, was only slightly winded. 

Yet Yuseong, who also used a bow, clearly needed to train his strength.

While the dwarven-made bow he carried didn’t require significant physical force to use, it wouldn’t serve him well past a certain point of progression.

Still, compared to other thieves Erme had considered recruiting for her party, Yuseong was leagues ahead.

Most thieves came from the slums, and many had dubious morals. 

The fact that Yuseong hadn’t tried to pickpocket their party members already placed him in the top 1% of thieves.

“You’re really something,” Theresa remarked, causing Yuseong to nod casually in acknowledgment.

But internally, Yuseong was deep in thought.

“The Earfolk are supposed to be dangerous, but this feels way too easy.”

The experience points, which he visualized as a resource, were rising steadily.

“Could these elves be a valuable source of experience points?”

The timing of their incursion into the labyrinth seemed suspiciously convenient for farming experience.

“No, I must be losing my mind.”

Perhaps living among barbarians for so long was affecting his judgment.

Though he tried to push the thought aside, Yuseong couldn’t help but view the elves as nothing more than walking experience points. 

With a quiet sigh, he pushed himself to his feet.

Resting had restored more of his stamina than expected, and he felt ready to continue.

Then his expression hardened.

“Five of them… but one of them is unusually strong.”

This time, the approaching enemy didn’t bother to conceal their presence. 

Instead, they made their presence abundantly clear, stepping out boldly in front of the group.

“You’re quite something, aren’t you?” the elf said, their voice cold and accusatory. “To have killed a full ten of my kin…”

“…This one seems to be an elite,” Erme remarked, her tone sharpening.

Marcel raised his staff, preparing for battle.

Erme stood at the front, ready to engage, while Theresa positioned herself behind Han Yuseong and Marcel, ensuring their protection.

“Hmmm…”

The elf, exuding an air of confidence, focused her gaze on Han Yuseong. 

Her sharp eyes gleamed with interest. 

Though drenched in sweat, Yuseong’s melancholic eyes and cool expression made him easily the most attractive man in the group.

“Quite my type…”

Her gaze briefly shifted to Marcel, the bespectacled man nearby. 

Dismissing him as unimportant, she thought, “I’ll just throw him to one of my subordinates.”

“You, I like you,” she declared, locking her attention on Yuseong.

“For an Earfolk, you’ve got some high standards,” Erme shot back, stepping forward protectively.

“And who are you?” the elf asked.

“I’m the leader of this party.”

“What, nothing more than that? Well, even if you were his girlfriend, I wouldn’t back off.”

“You’re disgusting.”

“Relax. My name is Rishiel. And the black-haired man over there—what’s his name?”

“…”

“What, ignoring me? Well, I’ll forgive it because you’re attractive.”

Rishiel smirked, exuding an air of casual arrogance. 

“Don’t worry; as long as you come with me quietly, I’ll guarantee your safety. I’m Rishiel, of the Darkmoon family—one of the three great families serving the World Tree.”

“And the others in your party?”

“Do I need to bother? I don’t see the point in sparing the women.”

Han Yuseong raised his sword. 

He had no intention of going quietly, but Rishiel’s dismissive words made it clear that this would end in a fight.

To be honest, Yuseong thought, “She probably doesn’t intend to kill me.”

But that didn’t change anything.

As Yuseong took his stance, tension spread across the elves’ faces.

“If you insist on drinking the cup of punishment…” Rishiel said, drawing a long, elegant weapon—a rapier.

“Women who overstep their bounds must pay the price. I’ll turn you into a pincushion,” she said with a cruel smile. 

“And don’t worry, I’ll make sure to aim only for your head. No need to fuss about anything else.”

“Your pride is intact, at least,” Erme muttered, stepping forward.

Just as Erme and Rishiel prepared to clash, the air shifted.

Han Yuseong stepped forward.

“You handle the others,” he said.

“Got it.”

“Are you sure you can manage this alone?” Theresa asked, her concern evident.

Han Yuseong thought to himself.

“She wants to take me hostage.”

That was Rishiel’s goal, and it gave him an edge. 

He also had a hidden card to play—something that could turn the tide against her.

“This is the right move.”

Truthfully, Yuseong would have preferred to run away. 

But with the number of elves Erme was facing, retreating would only leave them exposed.

Reducing their numbers quickly was the best way to maximize their chances of survival.

“She’s drawn to strength. That much is clear.”

Rishiel grinned, her confidence evident. “You’re intriguing. That spirit of yours makes you even more appealing.”

“This should be fun…” she said, drawing her weapon with a flourish.

Erme clicked her tongue. “Fine, just this once, I’ll let you have your way.”

Grumbling, she dashed toward the other elves, her blade flashing as she engaged them.

The fight against Rishiel was surprisingly easy.

The reason?


As Yuseong moved to steal her weapon mid-duel, his ability activated.

[You have stolen Rishiel’s soul.]

“Why did I steal that instead of her weapon?”

Something strange had occurred.



 
  
    Chapter 9: The Earfolk. (2) – 1/2


“Ugh, this is so annoying.”

That was my first thought as Rishiel approached me. 

Even though I knew this was the best way to increase my chances of survival.

Even though I knew it was me who had set this plan in motion.

I couldn’t help but feel irritated.

Getting tangled up in such a troublesome situation was inevitable, but that didn’t make it any less frustrating.

I couldn’t run away.

I had to do my best to get through this.

But even knowing that, the anger bubbling inside me wouldn’t subside.

“What kind of idiotic reason makes you invade someone else’s labyrinth?”

It was absurd.

The only saving grace in this situation was that I could justify killing them as self-defense.

I raised my sword and glared at Rishiel.

“Your stance is… unimpressive. You look like a wild bird ready to flee.”

“…”

“What? No response? That’s fine—I enjoy the challenge of taming the unruly.”

What a complete and utter disaster.

I forced myself to calm down.

“This is a fight.”

I needed to keep my judgment clear and my focus sharp.

Taking her on alone was going to be tough. 

If it were Erme, she might stand a better chance.

But.

Erme was already dealing with the other elves. 

She was better suited for that task—her speed and skill ensured it.

Even now, she had already overpowered one elf and was pushing another into a corner.

“That means this one is mine to deal with.”

My role was to stall Rishiel for as long as possible.

Rishiel, oblivious to my thoughts, spoke in a relaxed tone.

“Have you just entered the labyrinth?”

“That’s right.”

At my response, Rishiel let out a smirk and took another step forward.

What the hell.

The silver rapier grazed my cheek in a flash.

“Too fast.”

Even though I was focused, all I could make out was a faint blur of light.

“No, focus. Stay calm.”

In the end, it’s just a person wielding the weapon. 

If I concentrate, I should be able to track its trajectory.

Another lightning-fast attack came rushing toward me.

This time, I saw it.

“You’re getting more interesting by the second.”

I dodged by tilting my head to the side, but.

Snip.

A small lock of my hair fell to the ground.

“I’m certain I dodged it, though?”

Looking closely, I noticed something faintly swirling around Rishiel’s blade—a pale green, wind-like aura.

Aura Blade.

The moment I recognized it, Thief’s Pinnacle fed me information.

A power that only beings who have reached a certain level of mastery can use.

A force capable of cutting through almost anything it touches.

In this world, it was said to require at least Level 5 to wield such a power.

“This world…?”

A thought struck me.

Rishiel wasn’t Level 5. 

Her movements were fast—faster than Han Ul’s—but still…

“It must be a special weapon…”

That was as far as my thoughts went.

Because Rishiel was already attacking again.

Swish!

Her blade sliced through the air, closing in on me.

I twisted my body to evade, narrowly avoiding the attack.

The pressure from her assault was immense—overwhelming, even.

As I dodged another attack, Rishiel’s lips curled into a smirk.

“As long as I can keep evading, it doesn’t matter.”

After all, my goal was to buy time.

While Rishiel was undeniably strong, the elves were steadily falling one by one. 

Erme was making quick work of them.

“But I can’t just keep stalling forever.”

My mind raced. 

Perhaps it was the sense of danger, but my thoughts felt sharper and more focused than ever.

Rishiel seemed to be from a high-ranking family. 

If that were the case, there was a real chance reinforcements could arrive at any moment.

“Haha! How long are you going to keep running?” Rishiel taunted.

“Until you die. Or I do.”

I met her gaze with that unspoken reply, which only made her eyes glimmer with amusement.

She looked at me like a child eyeing a new toy.

“Do everything you can,” I reminded myself.

Her rapier was built for thrusting attacks, making frontal assaults especially dangerous. 

I needed to keep dodging her strikes.

“Too fast.”

From the moment she retracted her blade to the instant she struck again, her movements were unnervingly quick. 

It was no wonder the rapier excelled at such techniques.

“Huff.”

I exhaled deeply, steadying myself.

For now, I could keep avoiding her attacks. 

And I was beginning to notice something encouraging.

“I’m starting to get used to her movements.”

Slowly, her attacks were becoming predictable. 

I could now see how her strikes flowed—not just as vague blurs, but as clear, deliberate movements.

“Should I make my move now?”

I considered using Absolute Theft (S).

Its mechanics were simple: the higher the target’s affinity or interest in me, the more I could steal from them.

“Can I steal something from her?”

I asked myself silently, my mind racing with possibilities.

But there was no response.

Whether I could steal something or not remained unclear.

“Forget something useless like the Villainess’ Obsession. I’d rather steal that rapier.”

As I was lost in thought, Rishiel launched another attack.

The moment I saw her strike, I realized:

“I can’t dodge this one.”

I hated to reveal it, but there was no choice. I couldn’t keep holding back.

“The Blood-Soaked Dagger.”

Reaching into the air, I slashed downward.

From the hidden space, a crimson dagger materialized, its blade glinting with a menacing glow.

Clang!

The rapier’s attack glanced off the dagger.

“Oh, now that surprised me.”

Rishiel widened her eyes in mock astonishment. 

Even as she feigned surprise, her expression remained irritatingly beautiful.

“Acting like it was some miracle I managed to block her. What a smug woman.”

Her condescending tone and demeanor grated on me. 

My hand trembled slightly—redirecting her attack had taken every ounce of strength I had, yet she still managed to leave my muscles shaking.

Suppressing my frustration, I smirked crookedly and swung my blade.

Clang! Clang!

Sparks flew as our weapons collided.

Thanks to the high rank of the Blood-Soaked Dagger, I could even deflect the aura-like power emanating from her blade. 

It didn’t feel impossible to block her strikes.

But…

It was exhausting.

Every clash of our weapons sent tremors deep into my bones, making my entire body ache.

“She’s too strong.”

The sheer, overwhelming power of her attacks was absurd—brutally so.

If I lost focus for even a moment, her speed would overwhelm me.

All I could do was cling to her relentlessly, trying to keep up with her movements. 

There wasn’t a single advantage on my side.

An endlessly unfair game.

“As if things have ever been fair.”

I smirked bitterly as we exchanged blows.

“This is fun! Let’s keep going!” Rishiel’s voice rang out, brimming with excitement as she darted around, her movements wild and unpredictable.

“When are they going to get here?”

I wanted to glance around for any sign of backup, but I couldn’t spare the focus. 

Even the smallest distraction felt like it would end with her rapier buried in my throat.

But then…

At some point, I started feeling just the slightest bit more at ease.

It was a subtle difference—almost imperceptible.

Rishiel wasn’t tiring. 

Her attacks were still ferocious, and I was barely managing to block them.

Worse, she still had energy to spare.

“Am I imagining things?”

No. This wasn’t a trick of my mind.

The faint blue line in my vision—the guidance of Innate Combat Instincts (B)—was growing more vivid.

It wasn’t that Rishiel had changed.

It was me.

“I’m getting used to this.”

I parried her rapier with the Blood-Soaked Dagger, and for the first time, I saw it:

A small opening.

Without hesitation, I struck with my dagger, aiming straight for that gap.

“Oh?” Rishiel exclaimed, her tone filled with intrigue.


It was a simple movement. 

A quick thrust. 

But it was enough to disrupt her rhythm, even if only slightly.

At some point, Rishiel began withdrawing the overwhelming pressure she had been exerting on me.



 
  
    Chapter 9: The Earfolk. (2) – 2/2


My actions hadn’t changed—I was still focused on blocking her attacks and striking whenever I spotted an opening.

And yet.

“This is getting easier.”

More than that.

I wasn’t just defending myself anymore. 

I was learning. I was picking up on the way she attacked, memorizing the flow of her strikes.

Her movements started to shift. 

The wild, indiscriminate swings from earlier became more refined, more deliberate.

I realized something else: I had assumed her weapon’s design made it difficult for her to move fluidly with both hands, but.

“Dual wielding?”

It wasn’t as hard as I thought.

Still, there was no time to relish the thought. 

My head felt like it was on fire, and my heart ached with a dull, suffocating pain.

And yet.

For some reason, I couldn’t stop myself from smiling.

Rishiel hadn’t been taking the fight seriously.

For her, it was as if she were out for a casual stroll.

When she first laid eyes on Han Yuseong, she felt like she had stumbled upon a rare treasure.

Rather than kill him outright, she had decided to toy with him, swinging her blade with that in mind.

She knew she could end the fight at any moment with a serious strike. 

That confidence fueled her attacks.

But then.

Something changed.

Mid-swing, Rishiel felt her breath catch.

“Annoying.”

That’s how she felt, though she didn’t know why.

Han Yuseong’s swordsmanship was becoming increasingly precise.

What had started as raw, unrefined movements now felt deliberate—an execution so sharp it seemed like he could aim for her life at any moment.

“What is this?”

Rishiel saw him smile, as though he were thoroughly enjoying this moment.

What sent a chill down her spine wasn’t just his confidence—it was that his swordsmanship was evolving, mirroring her own. 

It was as if his blade was adapting with each clash, learning from her.

His movements were becoming more polished.

Her head spun as the dual blades in his hands—once chaotic and uncoordinated—now attacked her with precision, as if crafted by a master.

“Was he ambidextrous all along?”

It was as if his earlier clumsy strikes had been a ruse. 

Now, his technique was heavy, swift, and razor-sharp.

“This is getting…”

Dangerous.

No longer merely annoying, the fight was escalating into something perilous.

She felt like she was watching a monster grow before her eyes, feeding on her to evolve.

“I want him.”

And yet, at the same time, she felt an overwhelming urge to kill him.

These conflicting emotions surged within her, racing to the forefront of her mind.

She coveted him. That man, so dangerous and intoxicating. 

But he was a rose made of thorns—a lethal poison that could kill anyone foolish enough to embrace it.

And so.

“Such a shame.”

Rishiel had decided—Han Yuseong had to die.

Her playful demeanor vanished entirely, replaced by a cold, deadly resolve.

She adjusted her stance, her eyes locking onto him.

“Take this.”

It was the secret swordsmanship of the Darkmoon family.

A technique far beyond what should ever be used against someone at Level 1. 

But for a man like him, this much was necessary.

If she was going to kill him.

She would do it with everything she had.

Whoosh!

In the windless labyrinth, a soft breeze began to stir.

At the tip of her sword, a pale green light began to swirl, growing into a small vortex.

“Try blocking this.”

Han Yuseong likely couldn’t see what was coming.

But the elves, recognizing the deadly technique, worked frantically to keep his allies occupied.

Erme’s voice echoed from a distance as she shouted urgently, but she was too far to intervene.

Meanwhile, Theresa and Marcel wore panicked expressions, clearly grasping the imminent danger.

And then.

“What?”

Han Yuseong was smiling.

It was as if everything had gone exactly according to plan.

Slowly, he extended his hand, the motion strangely hypnotic. 

For some reason, it all seemed to happen in slow motion, like watching the fragments of a fading memory.

His hand slipped into the darkness, vanishing as if it had melted into the shadows.

“Absolute Theft.”

His voice rang out softly, yet it carried an undeniable weight.

I stole something from her.

What I was after was her weapon—the silver rapier glinting in her hand.

The weapon faded as if it were being swallowed by the void, disappearing from sight.

At the same time.

“Got it.”

I felt it clearly, the sensation of grasping something.

When was the last time I felt this?

Not when I stole that bald merchant’s gold coins.

Lucia.

It was the same eerie sensation I’d felt when I had stolen the Obsession of the Villainess from her.

A sudden sense of foreboding gripped me.

And sure enough.

When I looked at my hand, I wasn’t holding a rapier.

Instead, I was clutching an intensely dark gemstone, its surface shimmering faintly like the night sky.

Thud.

Before I could even process what it was, the gemstone slipped from my grasp.

Rishiel stared at me, her mouth slightly open in disbelief.

“G-give it back…!”

I wanted to figure out what this black gemstone was.

But more urgently.

Shhh.

I instinctively brought the Blood-Soaked Dagger close to the gemstone. 

It was a reflex, almost primal.

This object, something so precious to Rishiel—the most dominant figure in this fight—was valuable enough to be a hostage.

Rishiel seemed to grasp my intent. Her face darkened, as if she had just swallowed poison.

“…”

I didn’t let my guard down, keeping my gaze locked on her. But then—

Thud.

Rishiel collapsed onto the ground.

“W-what is this?! What’s happening?!”

Her voice came from behind me.

Startled, I spun around and froze.

There she was—Rishiel—but her form was strange, almost ghostly. 

Her figure shimmered faintly, translucent like a phantom.

“…?”

That’s when I finally saw it—the thing I had stolen from her.

[Rishiel’s Soul.]

“What the hell?”

It was certainly going to be useful, but the absurdity of it all hit me like a ton of bricks. 

I had stolen something truly bizarre.

My mind was reeling, but I snapped back to reality. 

I was still in the middle of a fight.

Without wasting a moment, I dashed toward Rishiel’s collapsed body.

My target was the silver rapier glinting faintly in the dim light.

“—My Silver Eagles!”

Rishiel, now in her ghostly form, screamed in anguish.

But that wasn’t the important part.

The moment I picked up the rapier, it began to emit a faint green glow.

“Information.”

[Item]

Whisper of the Wind (B-)
A sword imbued with the blessing of the wind.
◇ Consumes mana to unleash wind-element magic.

“What? It’s a lower grade than the Blood-Soaked Dagger?”

It looked more impressive, but appearances could be deceiving.

Then again, the Blood-Soaked Dagger was a growth-type weapon. 

While it didn’t seem particularly powerful now, it would likely become much stronger over time.

For now—

“I need to finish this fight.”

The battlefield seemed to be clearing up, but this was the perfect moment to make an impression. 

After all, jumping in to help at the last minute tends to leave a lasting impact.

Fatal Allure (A) activated.

With a sensation like flipping a switch, my aura shifted.

I could see the elves’ bodies start to stiffen, their movements growing sluggish under its influence.

“Your leader is dead,” I declared.

Of course, that wasn’t entirely true—she was still next to me, muttering complaints in her ghostly form.


“If anyone else wants to die, go ahead and step forward.”

Please don’t actually try it, I thought to myself. My body still felt shaky, likely from the aftereffects of the fight. If anyone charged at me now, I wasn’t sure I’d hold out.

“…We surrender,” one of the elves finally said, lowering their weapon.

Thankfully, the bluff worked.



 
  
    Chapter 10: Reunion.


The Earfolk might see the agreements as natural, but others did not.

Because of this, they were universally despised.

How many had died at their hands already?

Even if the agreements technically limited outright killings, the chaos they caused had buried the reputation of the elves as a race deep into the ground.

This was the reality of the modern elves.

So, those who defeated them were often treated as heroes.

“…You subdued those Earfolk with words?”

“What terrifying charisma. To think you could make those maniacs listen to reason.”

That seemed a bit over the top. 

Did they really have to talk about me like I was some incarnation of malice?

Still.

“Where did those scavengers come from, anyway?”

I frowned, glancing toward the group that had been lurking nearby.

These were the ones who had been tailing us, waiting for an opportunity to backstab.

“Scavengers.”

True to their nickname—animals that feast on corpses—they had slipped into the scene, likely hoping to claim the spoils.

“Should I kill them?” Erme asked, stepping closer to me.

I paused to think.

“When did I become the type to casually consider killing people?”

That thought could wait for another time.

“Is killing them the right move?”

Sure, eliminating them would simplify things.

But the real issue wasn’t whether we could kill them—it was whether we could cover up the incident afterward.

I explained my concerns to Erme.

“That might be difficult.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah. The Earfolk already caused a commotion here, and their group is split across multiple areas. If we try to deal with them, we might attract even more attention.”

“…So, it won’t be easy to cover this incident up.”

“Yes, but I don’t necessarily see this as a bad thing,” Erme replied.

“Why not?”

“This incident will have at least boosted your reputation—and the party’s reputation as well.”

“…”

I hated that idea. Absolutely despised it.

“Honestly, you’re such an odd one. Most people would be scrambling to gain fame, yet here you are, trying to avoid it like it’s a plague.”

I didn’t bother responding and just ignored her comment.

Still.

“My name will get out there, huh?”

What would that lead to?

At this point, perhaps the best thing to do was embrace it. 

Use that fame to become so well-known that even Lucia, the villainess, couldn’t easily make a move against me.

“If that’s the case, I should take advantage of this situation.”

I turned to Erme and asked her a few questions.

“What? What’s that for?” she asked, puzzled.

“Just something I need.”

By now, the rumors would be spreading uncontrollably. 

If it couldn’t be stopped, I might as well direct the narrative to suit my needs.

“You there, scavengers,” I called out.

“Yes, sir!”

The scavengers immediately ran over. 

One of them looked ready to bolt, but I didn’t care.

What I had to say wasn’t complicated.

I relayed my instructions to them, keeping it simple.

When I finished, their faces lit up with wide smiles.

“That’s exactly our specialty!” one of them replied confidently.

“Thank you, great hero, for sparing us!”

“Eastern accent, huh? Well, he does look like it,” Erme muttered with a faintly discriminatory tone.

I ignored her remark. 

At least I had taken precautions with those scavengers, so I could feel somewhat reassured.

“But why did you suddenly make up your mind like that?” Erme asked, curious about my actions.

“If you’re too famous, annoying people start following you around.”

“If even you think they’re annoying, Yuseong… what kind of monster are we talking about here?”

Erme’s eyes trembled slightly as she spoke.

“Why are you the one trembling? I’m the one calling them a pain.”

Not that I knew exactly how it would turn out.

Regaining my composure after coming to this world, I recalled some advice a friend had once given me.

“I really should write it down in a notebook at some point.”

I’d stash it in the hidden space, ensuring only I could access it. 

The language was different here, so no one would be able to decipher it anyway.

“That’s a problem for later.”

Right now, the immediate concern was the looming presence of Lucia.

She might appear much sooner than I anticipated.

“Hey, Erme, I’ve got a question.”

“What is it?”

“What do we do with the spoils we’ve gathered?”

“Oh, those? They’re all ours.”

“Really?”

That was great news. 

I was growing more attached to Whisper of the Wind than I thought I would.

“Not to mention the loot we got from the goblins… and the elves.”

Thinking about it that way, the haul wasn’t bad at all.

Still, I couldn’t deny that the Earfolk were a troublesome group to deal with.

Things had been resolved well enough, all things considered.

But now… what should I do with her?

I turned my gaze to the ghostly form of Rishiel.

She was a member of the Darkmoon family, and judging by her appearance and demeanor, likely someone of significant rank.

“This… this can’t be happening! I… I died?!”

“And to make it worse, I can’t even recover my body! I can’t return to the World Tree!”

“Why me? Of all the elves, why did it have to be me? I didn’t do anything wrong! I didn’t even break the agreements!”

“Please, just spare me! I’ll admit I was wrong! If you return my body, I promise that when you come to the Darkmoon family, I’ll reward you greatly!”

“I… I’m so hopeless now. There’s no reason to live. Trapped like this, without a body… what’s the point…”

After staring blankly for a while, Rishiel broke down completely, wailing and making a scene.

I studied her ghostly figure: golden hair, radiant blue eyes that shone like a serene lake.

Her appearance was certainly my type, but.

“Her personality is absolutely awful.”

Even her beauty felt more like admiring a doll than anything else.

Still, one thought lingered in my mind.

“What would happen if I put her soul back into her body?”

It was pure curiosity, but I couldn’t ignore the potential outcomes.

If she regained her body, she might surrender, but what if she sought out the other elves nearby?

“That would be a nightmare.”

For now, keeping Rishiel under my control was the only safe option.

I glanced at the gemstone holding her soul.

“It’s such a hassle. Should I just call it a Soul Stone?”

Deciding on the name, I tucked it into my hidden space.

Clink.

I sighed as the system notified me that the hidden space had reached full capacity.

“But this hidden space is really running out of room.”

Hidden Space (B).

There were only three slots available, and all were currently occupied:

One held the Obsession of the Villainess.

Another contained Rishiel Darkmoon’s Soul.

Even storing a single weapon was becoming a struggle.

After some deliberation, I decided to put the Blood-Soaked Dagger into the hidden space and keep Whisper of the Wind on me.

Although the dagger had been briefly seen during the fight, everyone was too preoccupied with their own battles to notice.

“Besides, the Blood-Soaked Dagger is a higher rank.”

While Whisper of the Wind was rated B-, the Blood-Soaked Dagger was a solid B, with the potential to grow stronger over time.

“Wait a minute… Could I use the space differently?”

I pulled out a small pouch, placed both the Obsession of the Villainess and Rishiel’s Soul inside, and then attempted to store the pouch in the hidden space.

Pop.

The entire pouch fit neatly into a single slot.

The space now had two free slots.

“Huh, so that works. Why didn’t I think of this earlier?”

The newfound flexibility felt a little anticlimactic, but it was welcome nonetheless.

“The potential applications for this ability just keep growing.”

As I pondered how to make the most of the hidden space and Rishiel’s soul, Erme and Theresa approached me.

“All the loot’s sorted now,” Erme said.

“We got a ton of stuff! V for victory!” Theresa grinned, forming a V with her fingers in childlike excitement.

Marcel followed behind, letting out a faint chuckle as he approached me.

The scavengers hadn’t brought much, but what they did have was surprisingly decent.

“Is it because of their connection to the Darkmoon family?” I wondered aloud.

“But isn’t it risky to mess with the Darkmoon family?” Marcel asked cautiously.

I wanted to say, “It’s not dangerous at all,” but that wouldn’t be entirely true.

Even if the agreements technically allowed for such actions, killing a noble from a prominent family was bound to cause issues.

Erme added, “Normally, yes. But we’ve done everything we can to cover our tracks.”

She gestured toward the area we’d just cleared. 

“All the elves in the vicinity have been dealt with, haven’t they?”

“Exactly,” I replied.

Every elf who had surrendered had been killed.

There was no other choice.

“It’s not like letting them live was an option.”

If any of them had leaked information to the elf families, the danger would have been on us.

“Well, at least they had a peaceful death,” Erme said, as if trying to console me. 

“Captured elves don’t usually meet such an easy end.”

Not that I needed comforting—I felt no guilt over the matter.

Of course, I didn’t.

“My survival is what matters most.”

I was selfish. 

There was no heroism in me, no noble willingness to risk my life for someone else.

“How do you feel about it?” Erme asked suddenly.

“What do you mean?”

“You know, becoming one of the rare adventurers who’ve made this much of a splash in their first labyrinth.”

She stretched out her hand, emphasizing her point.

“One of the rare few, huh?”

It made sense. 

Even being a B-rank adventurer was enough to make people take notice.

Considering the items tied to this labyrinth, Erme herself must be someone extraordinary.

“Even if her personality isn’t quite as impressive as her skills…”

Mother, and the father I’ve never met… I, Rishiel, leave this world now. 

Please, avenge me.

I glanced at Rishiel’s soul. 

She was gazing upward, as though praying to some unseen deity.

“Elves pray too, huh?” I thought idly.

“The labyrinth has existed for a long time,” Marcel said, adjusting his glasses. 

“Even those who stumble upon opportunities like this tend to get swept away in the chaos.”

He looked at me, his expression unreadable.

“You’re remarkable. From my perspective, you’re destined to become one of the most renowned adventurers in the Cradle.”

“Don’t you usually hype people up more at times like this?” I asked, half-joking.

“Oh, I think you’re doing great,” Marcel replied, adjusting his glasses. 

“But the rules the higher-ups have put in place? They’re tougher than you’d expect.”

“Ah, I see,” I responded.

Erme’s expression shifted subtly, her eyes narrowing as though thinking of someone irritating. 

Her dangerous smile made it clear she wasn’t fond of whoever had come to mind.

“The problem now is how we’re going to split the spoils,” Erme said, glancing slyly at Theresa and Marcel.

The two flinched slightly under her gaze.

“I think we should give most of it to Han Yuseong,” she said decisively.

“I agree,” Marcel chimed in. 

“Honestly, I didn’t contribute much this time. I’d be happy with just one elf corpse or so.”

Erme’s face lit up with a grin.

“Oh, Theresa, you’re too modest. Our Yuseong may seem coldhearted, but he’s not stingy when it comes to sharing rewards!”

This was all part of the distribution plan Erme and I had discussed earlier.

“What if we distribute based on contribution? Give the largest share to whoever did the most in the labyrinth.”

“Not a bad idea,” I had said.

“But when I say ‘largest share,’ I mean something like 70%. If you give too much to one person, it could cause dissatisfaction among party members and affect your reputation.”

“Seventy percent? Really?”

“Only if someone’s contribution was overwhelming, of course.”

With the loot sorted and agreed upon, we began making our way out of the labyrinth.

Having spent what felt like only a short time in the labyrinth, the sudden sunlight was blinding as we stepped outside.

Here and there, people were emerging from the labyrinth as well.

“They did say this place messes with time and space.”

Even if people enter together, without a party bonding spell, they get scattered into different areas.

Conversely, regardless of the time differences experienced inside, everyone exits the labyrinth together.

Perhaps that’s why this place was so crowded—teeming with adventurers of all kinds.

The sheer number of people bustling about was overwhelming.

“I think I’m going to be sick.”

Noticing my discomfort, Erme nudged me lightly and said, “I’ll handle things here. 

Consider it my thanks for dealing with Rishiel.”

She smiled brightly, her expression cheerful.

There was no reason to refuse her offer, so I simply nodded and headed for a quieter corner.

“Finally, I can breathe again.”

Even though it wasn’t as packed as the main plaza, there were still quite a few people here.

Maybe it’s because it’s near the square, I thought.

Suppressing my presence, I wandered around slowly for a moment, taking in the surroundings.

I saw a woman.

“…Ah.”

A sigh escaped my lips before I even realized it.

How could it not?

Why had I come to this place called the [Cradle] in the first place?

“To run away from the owner of the gem I stole.”

The Obsession of the Villainess, stolen from none other than Lucia, the infamous villainess herself.

And yet, as if fate had decided to mock me, here I was, face-to-face with one of the very reasons I had fled to the Cradle.

“Oh my,” a soft voice said.

Startled by my sigh, a woman turned to look in my direction.

Her crimson hair and piercing red eyes glinted like blood under the light.

When her gaze met mine, her expression shifted—her eyes narrowed slightly, a delighted glimmer in them.

“Hello, Silly,” she said warmly.


“…Excuse me?”

Lucia. 

The villainess herself.

Our reunion felt… strange.



 
  
    Chapter 11: Evaluation.


The Villainess, Lucia.

A few things about her came to mind.

In the game, as the story progressed, certain routes would unfold. 

One of them involved the protagonist and the main heroine getting together, which inevitably led to Lucia—branded as the villainess—acting out of jealousy. 

She would supposedly drag the heroine through all kinds of harassment and sabotage.

“But, from what I remember, it didn’t really seem like sabotage.”

Hearing snippets of the game’s story over time, I had come to suspect that the real villainess wasn’t Lucia—it was the so-called “main heroine.”

“No, seriously, just listen for a second!”

The supposed heroine in the story spread her net wide, playing the field, and the protagonist ended up as the final “winner” of that mess.

Meanwhile, the “villainess,” Lucia, had been engaged to one of the other men ensnared in that web of deception. 

In the end, that engagement was broken off, leaving the “main heroine” as the true cause of all the drama.

“Doesn’t that make the heroine the real villain?”

“No way! Our Chloe isn’t that kind of woman!”

Whenever I brought this up, my friend would always deny it vehemently.

Anyway. That wasn’t what mattered now.

The quest itself described Lucia as the villainess, and while I didn’t fully agree with that label, the title “villainess” carried an unavoidable sense of foreboding.

“Mr. Silly?”

Lucia tilted her head slightly, calling out to me with a curious expression.

“Silly? Really?”

I recalled our first interaction.

“If you don’t mind, I’d like to speak with you for a moment. I’ve taken an interest in you, you see.”

“Excuse me.”

Yeah. That line was definitely the problem.

“…I don’t think we’re close enough for you to be using my name so casually,” I said flatly.

“Oh? Is that so? But would you mind sharing it anyway?”

Despite my cold response, Lucia smiled warmly, her expression radiating charm. 

Her enchanting smile was captivating, but her eyes brimmed with genuine affection—an intensity that felt hard to handle.

“…This is a bit much.”

One thought nagged at me.

How could there be a guy so easily ensnared by another woman’s games when someone like Lucia existed?

“What kind of idiot are we talking about?”

I couldn’t help but feel curious about his face. 

Not that it mattered. 

All I wanted right now was to get away from here as quickly as possible.

“Judging by your attire, you must be an adventurer,” Lucia said.

“That’s right.”

“You look tired. I hope I’m not bothering you. Oh, do you have a place to stay? If not, perhaps…?”

“I do. My party’s all staying at the same lodging.”

“I see. Well, if anything happens to your accommodations, feel free to visit Fairy’s Rest in the city center. Just mention my name—Lucia.”

She smiled sweetly, her voice soft and melodic. 

Her cheeks were faintly flushed, and she looked at me with eyes full of unmistakable warmth.

If the word villainess was ever associated with someone capable of enchanting men, then yes, it certainly fit her.

At the same time.

“She doesn’t seem so bad.”

Lucia was supposed to be obsessed with me, and yet she seemed surprisingly normal—polite, even.

“Lucia Filihart.”

“Hm?”

“If you ever run into trouble, come find me. Believe it or not, I hold quite a bit of sway around here,” she said with a playful smile.

To me, her words felt like a subtle jab: “Hiding your name won’t be much fun, you know.”

I let out a dry laugh and sighed inwardly.

“Han Yuseong.”

“Han Yuseong… That’s a lovely name.”

Lucia’s faint smile deepened slightly.

It wasn’t a bad exchange.

If the plan I was working on failed, I needed an escape route.

And then there was the matter of her.

“She’s supposed to be obsessed with me.”

What kind of obsession it was, I didn’t know. 

But in a different light, it could be interpreted as her having a certain level of goodwill toward me.

“Well then, since you must be tired, shall we part ways for today?” Lucia suggested.

“Let’s do that.”

And just like that, we went our separate ways.

However, as I would later come to realize, her obsession far exceeded my expectations.

Among the spoils of this adventure, one thing was more important than anything else.

I needed to retrieve something.

“Rishiel’s body.”

The reason was simple: to use her soul for negotiations.

“You can really recover my body?”

“Yes.”

“Then right away—”

“Why should I trust you?” I interrupted her.

Rishiel’s voice wavered, trembling slightly.

“W-what do you expect me to do, then?”

It wasn’t a complicated request.

I tapped my finger against my temple and said, “I want knowledge.”

“Knowledge?”

“Yeah. I lived in the mountains before coming here. I don’t know much about how this world works.”

“What…? Someone like you?”

“Someone like me? Don’t make me laugh.”

“Well, isn’t that obvious? From what you’ve shown me, I thought you were one of the Hero Candidates…”

Rishiel’s voice carried a tone of confusion, as though she couldn’t comprehend otherwise.

“Hero Candidate, my foot,” I thought.

Technically speaking, I was a Hero Candidate—and from the looks of it, one of the stronger ones at that.

But then a realization hit me.

“Wait a second. If even someone as clueless as Rishiel knows that…”

Am I more exposed than I thought?

Still, there was a faint hope left. 

I could, theoretically, live quietly as an adventurer.

“Not a chance.”

Meeting Lucia had already dragged me deeper into the spotlight. 

My headache worsened as the list of complications in my life continued to grow.

For now, I decided to shelve those concerns. 

There were more immediate issues to address.

Since I knew so little about the foundations of this world, I needed to wring as much information out of Rishiel as possible.

And there were two critical tasks at hand:

First.

“I need to train until I’m skilled enough to subdue her in an instant, no matter how much she resists.”

That was non-negotiable.

Second.

“What do I do with her body?”

Preserving Rishiel’s body was the next problem.

Normally, in fantasy settings like this, storing a corpse in a subspace would automatically freeze time for it.

“Would that work here too?”

I turned to Rishiel and asked.

“Yes, it works. A subspace essentially places items into another dimension where time doesn’t flow.”

But then she added.

“However… subspace abilities are incredibly rare. Even among the entire elf race, only one person possesses such a skill. That individual is a truly great figure.”

“Is that so?” I replied, intrigued by the rarity of my own ability.

A subspace skill is that rare, huh?

I glanced out the window, where Theresa was dragging a brown bag containing Rishiel’s corpse toward the building.

“M-my body!! You—you!! Could you not take better care of my precious body?!”

Rishiel’s wail echoed in my head.

Ignoring her cries, I headed downstairs to meet Theresa.

“…You know, it’s kinda mean making me do all this work. It’s exhausting,” Theresa grumbled as she arrived.

“Don’t worry, I’ll make it worth your while,” I replied casually.

“Wow, you’re so kind,” she said, her tone instantly shifting.

“What a quick change of attitude.”

Still, I figured I could discuss it with Erme later and throw Theresa a bit of extra compensation. 

That should smooth things over.

“Though, I did keep Whisper of the Wind for myself…”

If that sword turned out to be more valuable than my share of the loot justified, it might cause problems later.

“If push comes to shove, I could always sell it.”

“Since you’re already here, could you help me get it up to my room?” I asked.

“Fine.”

Without much fuss, Theresa agreed, carrying the bag with the corpse into my room.

“I thought she’d ask questions.”

I had prepared a plausible excuse: I’d tell her that while fighting Rishiel, I noticed something unusual about her body and wanted to check for hidden items or clues.

“That would’ve been convenient for me, but…”

To my surprise, Theresa didn’t ask anything. 

She just set the bag down and left the room without a word.

Well, I wasn’t about to complain.

I placed the bag in the corner of the room and opened it, revealing Rishiel’s lifeless body.

“Cold.”

That was my first thought as I looked at her.

Rishiel’s body, cold and stiff as though lifeless, lay before me.

Her golden hair shone faintly, and her blue eyes stared blankly, wide open. 

The lifeless gaze bothered me, so I gently closed her eyes.

“I’m not dead yet!” Rishiel wailed indignantly in my mind.

I ignored her protests and pulled out Whisper of the Wind.

The rapier’s silvery blade gleamed faintly, its elegant design radiating a sense of power. 

When infused with mana, it could summon blades of teal wind—a truly remarkable weapon.

“Hmm.”

As tempting as it was to use, Whisper of the Wind had one critical flaw: it stood out too much. 

If I used it, there was a good chance the other elves would immediately recognize it.

Besides, I already had the Blood-Soaked Dagger.

While Whisper of the Wind was an excellent weapon, the dagger, ranked B, was a tier above it. 

Its growth potential alone made it far more valuable.

The only drawback to the dagger was its gruesome requirement: it needed to kill living beings to unlock its latent powers. 

While inconvenient, every unlocked ability would make it even stronger.

“Time to sort things out.”

Rishiel’s body couldn’t just stay here forever.

I decided to reorganize my hidden space:

Slot one would hold the items I used regularly.

Slot two would be for other practical items.

Slot three would house miscellaneous things—including Rishiel’s body.


	



To test the capacity of the hidden space, I started small. 

I placed a general-purpose bag I’d bought in a village before coming to the Cradle into the space.

“Good, it fits.”

Encouraged, I tried storing the bag containing Rishiel’s body.

Shhh.

Without any resistance, the corpse disappeared into the hidden space.

“The capacity is bigger than I thought.”

I tried tying the bag containing Rishiel’s body together with the general-purpose bag from the shop and then attempted to store them as one unit.

“…”

It didn’t work.

The general-purpose bag was immediately ejected from the hidden space. 

I stared at it, frustrated.

“Is that a subspace Gift?” Rishiel asked curiously.

“No, it’s unrelated to Gifts,” I replied.

“Then did you pick up an ancient Skill Book to learn it? You must be an incredibly lucky man.”

I nodded noncommittally, letting her believe whatever she wanted.

“Ancient Skill Books are powerful, but many of them have major flaws. Be cautious if you’re using one,” she warned.

“Flaws?”

“For example, imagine a Skill that lets you summon flames. It might produce fire capable of burning down an entire mountain, but it could also burn your own body in the process.”

“…”

“That’s… seriously flawed.”

“Exactly. That’s why ancient Skills can be dangerous. Make sure you only learn from proper Skill Books.”

I made a mental note to be wary of ancient Skill Books and then moved on.

I began organizing my hidden space:

Slot One: Weapons and combat essentials.

I packed the Blood-Soaked Dagger, Whisper of the Wind, my bow, a quiver of arrows, and some throwing daggers. “Just in case I ever need them.”

Slot Two: Special items.

I placed Rishiel’s Soul Stone and Lucia’s Obsession in a pouch and stored it here.

Slot Three: Rishiel’s body.


	



With that done, I decided to experiment further with the subspace.

I tried withdrawing a weapon from Slot One to test its efficiency.

“Let’s see how this works.”

“This works.”

The throwing dagger.

Even though I’d packed it deep inside the bag with everything else, I could still retrieve it instantly.

“If this hadn’t worked, I’d have been stuck carrying all this around with no room for anything else.”

That was a relief, to say the least.

After putting all the weapons back into Slot One, I kept a single sword and a throwing dagger with me.

The Blood-Soaked Dagger was a bit longer than the throwing dagger, but I’d manage. It wasn’t ideal, but I’d make do.

“You… were the one who requested knowledge as part of the deal, weren’t you?” Rishiel asked.

“That’s right.”

“Then what about swordsmanship?”

“Swordsmanship?”

“Yes, the swordsmanship you ‘stole.’”

What? Stole?

Ah. 

She must mean that.

I thought back to my fight with Rishiel.

I’d never formally learned swordsmanship, relying only on the information granted by Thief’s Pinnacle to guide my movements.

But during my battle with her, it had felt like I was learning as I went.

Every time she swung her blade, it was as though knowledge poured into my head, piecing itself together until it became a part of me.

That knowledge had allowed me to adapt mid-fight, creating something that felt like my own swordsmanship.

At the time, I’d thought I was losing my mind—my head felt hot, my body was overwhelmed with excitement, and there was a strange thrill in watching myself improve in real time.

“Unbelievable.”

I chuckled to myself, a bit dumbfounded, as I headed out to train with the sword.

“Me, the guy who never worked out in his life, suddenly taking up training willingly? What a joke.”

As I made my way outside, Rishiel stopped me.

“…?”

“Have you ever considered learning dual-wielding?” she asked.

“Dual-wielding? Me?”

“That’s right. If you’re interested, I can teach you the Darkmoon family’s secret swordsmanship.”

“If I learn it, you realize I’d be putting myself in danger, right?”

“…Actually, no. You wouldn’t.”

Rishiel hesitated before continuing. 

“Because that swordsmanship has already been forgotten.”

“Forgotten? How do you know that?”

“Not even the elves remember it anymore. So, are you interested in learning?”

Rishiel’s expression was unusually serious.

“She doesn’t seem to be trying to harm me,” I thought.

Her top priority was survival, and that survival depended entirely on me. 

If I didn’t let her go, she had no chance.

I saw no signs of her scheming against me for now.

“I’ll think about it,” I said, deliberately evasive.


It sounded beneficial, but there was no harm in making her sweat a little.

“She’ll probably teach me something worthwhile if I keep her on edge.”

For now, though, I decided to focus on what I came here for. 

I wanted to get out to the open area and stretch my body a bit.



 
  
    Chapter 12: Volcan – 1


On the way to the open field, I saw Erme approaching, her face showing clear exhaustion.

“Oh? Where are you heading now?” she asked.

“Going out to train,” I replied.

“Training? Then you must be heading to the Adventurer’s Guild. Let’s go together! I was just about to head there to stretch a bit myself,” she said, her expression instantly brightening.

“The Adventurer’s Guild has a training ground?” I thought, a little surprised.

Erme seemed to notice my confusion and added, “Ah, I forgot to explain. 

Shall I tell you more about it on the way?”

“Sure.”

She walked closely beside me, her cheerful smile never wavering. 

Despite all the chaos we’d gone through in the labyrinth, she smelled faintly of something pleasant.

The way she moved and acted—it was like she had a fox-like charm, subtle but undeniable.

“Well, let me explain the Adventurer’s Guild first,” Erme began. 

“The Guild is essentially a massive organization that started as a coalition of clans.”

In the early days of the labyrinth’s discovery, groups of explorers had banded together to survive. 

However, the Empire and the Kingdoms were locked in territorial disputes over the labyrinth, treating it as their personal domain.

“So those early adventurers formed a guild to resist the control of the Empire and Kingdoms,” Erme explained.

It sounded bold—maybe too bold.

After all, adventurers weren’t exactly held in high regard back then. 

Many were simply people who hadn’t made it as knights or soldiers.

While the perception of adventurers was different now, at the time, they were seen as disposable at best.

“And, well, the higher-ups weren’t happy about it,” she continued.

It made sense. 

Back then, adventurers were seen as tools—emergency soldiers who could be called upon at a moment’s notice.

But as adventurers explored the labyrinth, they rapidly grew stronger.

“And at some point, they became strong enough to destroy an entire kingdom.”

That event marked the true beginning of the Adventurer’s Guild—a momentous occasion that forced both the Empire and the Kingdoms to take them seriously.

“Eventually, the Empire and the Kingdoms decided to join forces and strike a deal with the Guild.” 

“In exchange for access to the labyrinth and the adventurers’ secrets—like their training methods and ways of growing stronger—they agreed to officially recognize the Guild’s presence.”

“And that’s how the Adventurer’s Guild became what it is today.”

I could see how the Guild’s origins had shaped its modern-day reputation. 

It wasn’t just a group of random adventurers anymore—it had a history of rebellion and strength that demanded respect.

I had always thought the Adventurer’s Guild was massive.

“Maybe they built it this big to stand toe-to-toe with the Empire and the Kingdoms.”

There could be other reasons, of course, but as I mulled over it, we arrived at the guild.

“By the way, the loot distribution is done. How should we handle the split?” Erme asked.

“Give Theresa an extra 5%,” I replied.

“Oh? Why’s that?”

“She carried the bag with the… you know, the corpse in it, when I asked her for help.”

“The bag with the corpse, huh.”

Erme paused for a moment, then turned her head to look at me. 

Her scarlet eyes shimmered with a mischievous gleam.

“And you’re okay just leaving it all to me? Isn’t that a bit too trusting?” she asked with a playful chuckle.

I knew she wasn’t the type to mess things up.

Her personality wasn’t one that lent itself to betrayal—it just didn’t fit. 

A friend of mine had once spoken endlessly about how reliable she was.

Even if the unlikely happened and she did betray me, I’d already made peace with it.

“If she stabs me in the back one day, I’ll just return the favor.”

That mindset allowed me to trust her completely.

Still, it wasn’t something I wanted to outright explain.

Instead, I simply said, “Because I trust you.”

“…”

For a moment, she froze, before quickly turning her head to one side.

“The training ground is over that way,” she said, pointing off to the side. 

“I’ve got some errands to run, so feel free to head there on your own.”

“Got it,” I replied.

For some reason, I followed Erme’s instructions without question.

“What’s with her, getting all flustered?”

Her ears were red, and she kept her face buried, avoiding eye contact entirely.

As I walked toward the training ground, Rishiel’s voice chimed in beside me.

“This place… there are so many strong people.”

“Is that so?”

“I’d heard humans could be strong, but I didn’t expect them to be this powerful. Many of them are even stronger than your average elf!”

She kept rambling, her tone filled with mild disbelief.

“By the way, could my identity possibly be discovered here?” she asked.

“Who knows? That’s hard to say,” I replied.

In this world, people possessed powers in the form of Gifts, so it wasn’t impossible for someone to have a Gift that could detect or interact with spirits like her.

After all, in a world where Absolute Theft (S) exists—something that lets me steal souls or even obsessions—nothing should be considered too strange.

But…

“Why does this Gift always steal the weirdest things?”

Then again, I couldn’t complain. 

Looking at the results, it hadn’t been entirely bad.

“Hey! Are you ignoring me again?!” Rishiel protested.

“Well, of course. If I talked to you here, people would think I’ve lost my mind.”

Ignoring her grumbling, I finally arrived at what looked like the training ground.

“Ho? A new face, I see.”

Behind what seemed to be the reception desk sat an elderly man.

“What’s with this guy’s size?”

Even while sitting, the sheer presence he exuded was overwhelming.

His entire body was a mass of bulging muscles, and his forearms looked thicker than Erme’s waist.

“A truly terrifying warrior. Even if I had my body back, I’d have to put my life on the line to fight him,” Rishiel muttered, her tone filled with unease.

“What brings you here, kid?”

The old man grinned as he looked at me, his sharp eyes practically glowing.

If I were to put it kindly, he had an intense aura. If not…

“He seems dangerous.”

The kind of person who wouldn’t hesitate to take down a few people if it came to it.

Maybe others around us sensed it, too, because I could hear the murmurs from those nearby.

“Why’s that old guy at the training ground’s reception desk?”

“Probably because Hilda’s off today. Still, bad luck for that newbie who came in now.”

“Hey, look at him—black hair, black eyes… Isn’t he that guy they’re calling the Elf Slayer?”

“Elf Slayer?”

“Yeah, I heard from the scavenger bastards that he’s terrifyingly good at taking down elves.”

The last comment seemed to spark curiosity and apprehension among the onlookers.

“Guess that worked out.”

From the looks of things, those scavengers had done a decent job spreading the story I wanted.

“Oh, so you’re the infamous one?” the old man said, his eyes gleaming as he studied me.

“Infamous?”

“Yeah. Word is there’s this crazy rookie who exuded enough killing intent on his first day at the guild to scare off some strong adventurers. I came to check you out myself.”

The old man’s gaze scrutinized me, as though trying to measure my worth. 

His expression shifted slightly, as if he’d stumbled across a rare gem on the side of the road.

“Well, well… we’ve got something special here.”

“Something special?”

I was keeping my Fatal Allure Gift suppressed, so it wasn’t like he was reacting to that.

“Could he have a Gift that lets him assess others? Or is he just testing me?”

His stare was piercing, like he was trying to see through me. 

Then, suddenly, he let out a short laugh and stood up.

It was like a giant had risen.

The man towered over me, easily over two meters tall, his massive frame casting a shadow.

Looking down at me, he said.

“Kid, your skills seem decent enough. I’ll give you some pointers myself,” the old man declared with a grin.

“…”

“Wait, the Sword King is going to teach someone?”

“That kid hit the jackpot. I’m jealous.”

I glanced at the old man.

From the way the crowd reacted, it was clear he was a renowned and highly skilled warrior.

“Is this an opportunity?”

A chance to get stronger.

It would be grueling, but that was the point. 

If I could endure it, the payoff would be worth it.

“The rush of growth—that dopamine hit—I’m already looking forward to it.”

Without hesitation, I accepted his offer.

“Good, then let’s head inside,” the old man said, his expression pleased as he led me deeper into the training ground.

But as we walked, I noticed something odd.

At the entrance to the training area, people weren’t just excited for me—they looked… concerned.

“Why did he have to get stuck with that crazy old man…”

“Well, say what you want, but the guy does have a reputation. He’s famous, after all.”

“True. Everyone who’s trained under him does get stronger. That’s undeniable.”

One of the onlookers chuckled quietly, his eyes meeting mine. 

He didn’t say anything—just clasped his hands together and bowed slightly, as if praying for me.

“What’s that about?”

A faint unease crept over me. 

Normally, people would be eager to train under someone renowned. 

But the strange reactions from these adventurers made me wary.

“We’re here,” the old man said as he guided me to a large, open area.

It resembled a boxing ring, complete with ropes lining the edges.

But something about it was off.

“Why are the ropes so tall?”

Unlike a regular ring, where the ropes are meant to keep people from falling out, these ropes seemed designed to keep something—or someone—inside.

“Get in,” the old man said, gesturing toward the ring.

The old man grinned at me—a grin so ominous that it sent a chill down my spine.

“How can a person smile like that?”

For a moment, I wondered if I’d made a mistake by accepting his offer.

But running away now wasn’t an option.

Normally, I wouldn’t hesitate to turn tail if things got bad, but something about him made it clear that escape wasn’t on the table.

So, I reluctantly climbed into the ring, each step feeling heavier than the last.

“A man crawling in like some timid little girl… Not a good first impression,” he said with a smirk.

“…Fine,” he continued.

He extended his hand toward the wall.

Fwoooom!

The air hummed as a massive greatsword flew through the air, landing perfectly in his hand.

Whatever force he used to summon it was impressive, but what caught my attention was the weapon itself.

“The size of that thing…”

The sword was enormous—easily taller than I was. 

No exaggeration, it looked like he could lift me with it like I was a twig.

“This room… everything that happens here stays secret,” he said, his tone suddenly serious.

I realized then that the training ground was eerily empty.

No other people. 

No prying eyes. 

Just the old man and me.

“So, show me everything you’re hiding,” he said, his sharp gaze fixed on me.

His voice carried absolute confidence, as though he believed he could handle whatever I threw at him.

“Am I even hiding anything?”

I wasn’t sure. 

I didn’t know the full extent of my own abilities yet.

Pulling out the Blood-Soaked Dagger and Whisper of the Wind, I readied myself.

“Dual-wielding, huh?” he said, his expression neutral.

“Most guys who try it don’t have a clue what they’re doing.”

“I never learned properly,” I said.

“Hah, is that so? Fine, let’s see what you’ve got,” the old man replied, his gaze cooling for a moment.

I activated Fatal Allure without hesitation.

“Oh?”

His eyes lit up with curiosity, almost sparkling.

It was the kind of expression you’d expect from someone who’d just discovered a sequel to their favorite game.

“Is dual-wielding really that unimpressive?”

I thought to myself as I focused on him.

With Fatal Allure active, I could see him more clearly—his movements, his vulnerabilities. 

The points where a critical hit might land stood out: his heart, throat, and face.

“Only those three?”

That was a testament to how thoroughly trained his body was. 

It didn’t just highlight his weaknesses—it screamed how much of a veteran he was.

“Are you ready?” he asked, his tone calm and unwavering.

I nodded, still analyzing him. Even with his vulnerabilities visible, they didn’t make him any less intimidating.

“Oh, right, I forgot to introduce myself,” he said suddenly.

“Introduce yourself?”

“Yeah. The name’s Volcan.”

“Han Yuseong.”

“Heh, short and blunt, huh? Well, come at me then, kid.”

Volcan curled his finger, beckoning me forward.

But I couldn’t move.

My legs froze on the spot.

Sweat began to trickle down my back.

“What is this?”

It felt like charging at him would be completely pointless—like trying to run into a solid wall.

His presence was overwhelming, suffocating.

“Even Rishiel wasn’t like this.”

But staying frozen in place wasn’t an option either.

Summoning every ounce of willpower I had, I rushed toward Volcan.

The crimson arc of the Blood-Soaked Dagger.

The light green streak left by Whisper of the Wind.

As Han Yuseong swung both blades, the trails they left seemed to aim directly at Volcan.

“Hmm, I thought this was just going to be a bit of fun.”

Volcan suppressed a laugh, but his interest was clearly piqued.

The moment the fight began, Yuseong’s sharp reflexes and tense readiness had stirred something in him—a reaction he hadn’t felt in a long time.

“This kid’s like a pufferfish.”

At first glance, he looked ordinary, but his demeanor in battle was something entirely different.

Volcan couldn’t help but feel a sense of anticipation.

But something felt off.

Yuseong’s movements didn’t quite live up to Volcan’s expectations.

“Strange…”

The way he moved felt raw, unpolished, as though he hadn’t mastered his own weapons.

“It’s like he’s mimicking a beast.”

Still, something else caught Volcan’s attention.

As their blades clashed several times, Yuseong’s technique began to shift.

The way he swung his swords was gradually becoming more refined, more deliberate.

And then, the next strike came.

“What a ridiculous kid.”

Volcan had seen countless swordsmen in his time, and the way they fought often revealed their style or school of training.

Swordsmanship was the culmination of a lifetime of dedication and evolution—styles refined over generations.

And Volcan could recognize what he was seeing.

“This is… the elves’ swordsmanship?”

There was no way the elves would share their techniques with humans, let alone allow their skills to be leaked.

Even more puzzling, Yuseong didn’t carry the air of someone who had been formally trained in swordsmanship.

“He’s swinging those blades instinctively.”

Which could only mean one thing.

“This kid… he stole their swordsmanship?”

Volcan’s grin widened, stretching so far it looked like his face might split in two.

The elves’ swordsmanship was inherently difficult to grasp, even for them. 

It seamlessly incorporated elements unique to their race, making it nearly impossible for others to replicate.

There were humans who specialized in stealing and mimicking others’ sword techniques, but none of them had ever successfully mimicked the elves’ style.

It had always been chalked up to an insurmountable difference between races—at least, until now.

Volcan adjusted his stance, no longer seeing this as a mere warm-up or distraction.

What had started as lighthearted curiosity had evolved into genuine interest.

“Alright, let’s see what you’ve got.”

Volcan’s gaze fixed on Han Yuseong with excitement.

But just as Volcan prepared to truly engage, Yuseong suddenly raised both hands.

“…I surrender.”

“What?”

“I don’t think I’m in the best condition today. You know, just got back from the labyrinth and all.”

“…”

“Well then, I’ll be off now.”

Yuseong turned and scurried off, practically fleeing with hurried steps.

Volcan stood frozen, stunned, as he watched the young man bolt.

[Encounter Quest]
You have encountered Volcan, the Sword King.

Either earn his interest or avoid it entirely.

Reward: ???


Failure Penalty: None

“That was close.”

Yuseong thought to himself, relieved. 

He had nearly missed out on whatever reward the quest promised.



 
  
    Chapter 13: Volcan – 2


It was during my fight with Volcan.

He had confidently told me to unleash everything I had, promising to handle whatever I threw at him.

“This kind of opportunity doesn’t come around often.”

A chance to reveal my full strength.

Truthfully, even I didn’t know my limits. 

Without a proper battle experience, it was impossible to gauge my true abilities.

But as the fight progressed, I noticed something.

Each time I swung my blade, something became clearer.

“Thief’s Pinnacle (S) is feeding me information.”

With every strike, it provided guidance: how to adjust my stance, how to evolve my technique further.

It wasn’t just about movement anymore.

Then something else emerged.

“What the…?”

The swordsmanship of the elves—the techniques of Darkmoon’s Shadow, the style Rishiel had used—began to flow into my mind.

“Dual-wielding?”

The motions of my blades changed, carving circular trajectories into the air—arcs and curves I hadn’t consciously thought about.

“You’re in danger!” Rishiel’s panicked voice echoed in my head.

I didn’t ask why.

Volcan had already shifted into a stance, preparing to bring his massive blade crashing down from above.

“I need to block—no, evade.”

I quickly leapt back, just as Rishiel’s voice grew more urgent.

“The elves’ swordsmanship is exclusive to them. Only they can use it!”

“What?”

“Look at that old man’s eyes! Don’t they seem… unhinged?”

I glanced at Volcan’s face, skeptical.

Honestly, his eyes always looked a little unhinged.

Even now, as I focused on him, they didn’t seem any different.

“Ah, this might actually be dangerous.”

Volcan’s eyes were now even more wild and unsettling than before.

Initially, I thought this was a safe way to test my abilities, but…

“Yeah, no, this is definitely dangerous.”

Time to run.

Just as I was about to surrender, a notification appeared.

[Encounter Quest]

You have encountered Volcan, the Sword King.

Either earn his interest or make him lose it entirely.

Reward: ???

Failure Penalty: None

“Oh?”

Perfect timing. 

If I surrendered now, it’d probably kill his interest.

Raising both hands, I quietly declared my surrender.

As expected, Volcan didn’t pursue. 

He simply let me go, albeit with a dumbfounded look on his face.

“That’s not just a blank expression—he looks downright stunned,” Rishiel commented, her tone laced with humor.

Hold on.

“Wait, I was only thinking that. How did you…?”

“Your stray thoughts seem to leak through sometimes. Probably because we’re connected,” Rishiel replied.

“Connected? Really?”

“Anyway, your thoughts and actions don’t exactly match up, do they?” she added.

“Whatever. Let’s just get out of here.”

Taking her advice, I quickly made my way out of the training ground.

From behind, I could faintly hear Volcan yelling something incomprehensible, likely upset.

“Where’s the old man? You look perfectly fine. Did you ditch him or something?” a smirking adventurer asked as I passed him.

I ignored him entirely, picking up my pace.

As I exited, Erme spotted me and waved.

“Oh? You’re already done, Yuseong? That was quick!”

“Let’s go,” I said curtly, not slowing my stride.

“W-Wait, where are we going?!”

I grabbed Erme’s hand and hurriedly led her out. 

Once we were outside the guild, I finally let out a breath of relief.

“What just happened?!” she asked, clearly confused.

“I ran into some strange old man.”

“An old man? Wait, don’t tell me… the Sword King Volcan?”

“You know him?”

“Of course I do! He’s super famous! Wait… did you… fight him?”

“Is that guy famous for picking fights with anyone he meets?”

It only made me more certain I’d made the right call by running away.

“After all that, he’ll probably think I’m spineless and lose interest.”

I knew the type. He didn’t see anything worth pursuing, so he’d move on.

“No, you’re wrong,” Rishiel’s voice interrupted. 

“The moment you used the elves’ swordsmanship, he was hooked. You’ve already lost the chance to avoid him.”

“What’s so special about the elves’ swordsmanship, anyway?”

Still, I couldn’t shake the memory of that one technique—the circular movements from earlier.

Even I could tell there was something exceptional about it, despite knowing next to nothing about swordsmanship.

“Darkmoon’s Shadow… that’s what it was called, right?”

Maybe I should find an open field and practice it, I thought to myself.

But before I could dwell on it further, Erme interrupted again.

“Wait a minute. You ran into Volcan, and you came back in one piece?”

“Yeah. And since he seemed like a hassle, I ran away.”

“…Did you manage to land a hit on him? Or did he just… freeze with that stunned look he gets sometimes?”

“The latter.”

Erme’s face twisted into an expression I’d never seen before—a mix of disbelief and utter disappointment.

“Do you know how hard I’ve worked to try and get his attention?!” she groaned.

“…What?”

Her sudden sulking was unexpected, but I didn’t have time to dwell on it.

Right now, there were more pressing matters to deal with.

“Do you think I could sell Whisper of the Wind?” I asked.

“Whisper of the Wind? Oh, you mean that rapier the elf was using?”

“Yeah.”

“Wait, hold on, my dear! That weapon is one of my precious treasures!” Rishiel’s voice rang out in protest.

“Not my problem. Survival comes first,” I replied internally.

“I don’t think that’s possible,” Erme said, shaking her head. 

“If something of that level gets leaked outside, it’ll be nearly impossible to keep your identity hidden.”

“Really?”

It was only a B-graded weapon. 

Could it really cause that much of a stir?

“I wonder if I should just stick to the Blood-Soaked Dagger. It’s less conspicuous, but still dangerous.”

I wanted to avoid drawing too much attention.

“How does the loot distribution work, then?” I asked.

“Huh? Oh, you mean because of Whisper of the Wind?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, since it’s technically contraband and a risky item to keep, it won’t account for much in the distribution,” she explained.

“That makes sense,” I muttered.

“Still,” she continued, “if you become more famous—or, wait, are you already famous?—anyway, once you’re in the clear, you could either use it or sell it for a lot of money. So, in the long run, it’s actually an asset.”

She wasn’t wrong. I didn’t really need money right now anyway.

“I feel a little bad, though.”

Erme had been footing a lot of the work for me, even sharing resources.

But I’d repay her eventually. 

Once I had my footing, I’d make sure to pay off any debts.

“Well, should we head back?” I asked.

“Sure,” she replied with a nod, and we began our walk home.

“Yeah, well. Training is good and all, but on the day you come out of a labyrinth, it’s better to rest,” Erme said, her footsteps steady as she walked ahead of me.

I followed behind her.

“I really want to check the reward already.”

Up until now, the focus had always been on attracting attention to complete quests or achieve objectives.

But this time, I had done the opposite—actively avoiding interest.

“This time, I should finally get a failure reward.”

If the alternative was being stuck with unwanted attention, I’d much rather take the so-called failure reward.

[You have completed the Encounter Quest.]

I wasn’t wrong.

[You have successfully drawn the Sword King Volcan’s interest to an unprecedented level!]

[You have earned an additional reward.]

“…What?”

What did that mean?!

Later at the inn’s courtyard

It was a quiet and secluded space, perfect for a training ground. 

No one else was around, and I felt at ease.

I decided it was finally time to check the quest reward.

[Encounter Quest Complete.]

[You have obtained the Gift, Swordsmanship Prodigy (B).]

[Swordsmanship Prodigy (B) has been merged with Innate Combat Instinct (B).**]

[You have obtained the Gift, Master of the Sword (A+).]

“Oh.”

I immediately opened my status to confirm.

[Gift]

Master of the Sword (A+)

Growth-Type.

My eyes widened in excitement. 

A growth-type Gift meant that the more I trained and used it, the stronger it would become.

“This… is better than I expected.”

◇ Master of the Sword (A+) Details

You can wield any weapon categorized as a “sword” with the skill of a master.

Enhances combat instincts, speed, and slash potency.

Provides proficiency correction for sword techniques up to Level 5. Unlocks swordsmanship if not previously acquired.

Curious about the full scope of this Gift, I opened my status window to take a closer look.

Status Window

Name: Han Yuseong (Lv. 1)
Strength: 4
Agility: 4
Endurance: 4
Mana: 4
Willpower: 4
Perception: 4

◆ Gifts

[Thief’s Pinnacle (S)]

[Absolute Theft (S)]

[Master of the Sword (A+)]

[Fatal Allure (A)]

◆ Skills

[Hidden Space (B)]

◆ Techniques

[Swordsmanship (Lv. 6) (1 + 5)]

The status window had undergone a remarkable transformation.

Not only had my attributes improved, but I now had a clear sense of progression—especially in swordsmanship.

“How does this swordsmanship actually work?”

I gripped my blades and swung experimentally.

Swish.

Even the act of swinging the sword felt different now.

Before, I had relied entirely on intuition, each swing a clumsy, reactive motion.

Now, every strike felt sharp and precise, like my body knew exactly how to execute the movements without hesitation.

An odd pang of embarrassment crept over me.

“It’s like comparing the first time you tackled a task at work to how you approach it years later. Why was I so pathetic back then?”

Still, I was thankful to have gained clarity. 

At least now I had the tools to do better.

Swish, swish, swish!

My blades sliced through the air, each arc cleaner and faster than the last. 

Both swords moved in tandem, weaving an intricate pattern as I pushed myself to refine my movements.

For now, the only swordsmanship I knew was the one I had stolen—Darkmoon’s Shadow, the elves’ technique.

“But it’s a good start.”

I resolved to master it further, feeling the exhilarating potential of my new Gift.

However, the elves’ swordsmanship was undeniably impressive—far more than I had expected.

“This doesn’t even make sense. How is this so good?”

“What do you think?” Rishiel’s voice echoed in my head, eager for validation.

“It’s… remarkable, I guess,” I admitted reluctantly.

Still, I didn’t take her words at face value. 

Of course, she would say it was amazing—she needed to stay on my good side.

As I continued practicing, I lost track of time. 

By the time I looked up, the moon had risen high into the night sky.

“Guess I got a little too carried away.”

But it had been fun.

For someone like me, who had always avoided physical activity, this newfound enjoyment of training was a surprise.

“Maybe I’m more of an exercise type than I thought.”

All in all, it had been a satisfying day.

The Next Morning

I headed to the guild again, Erme by my side.

She was going to handle the final loot distribution, while I wanted to look for a swordsmanship manual.

“I wonder if that old man’s going to be there.”

The thought worried me.

Though I had bolted from Volcan during our last encounter, I wasn’t sure if his interest had diminished or intensified.

“He probably won’t be there… right?”

I reassured myself as we reached the guild.

The moment we stepped inside, we were greeted by a familiar sight.

“Yo!”

It was Theresa, waving at us energetically.

Beside her was Marcel, half-dead and sprawled on a bench, looking utterly exhausted.

“What’s with the glasses over there?” I asked, nodding toward Marcel.

Theresa grinned mischievously. 

“Oh, that? He tried to keep up with me during training. Let’s just say it… didn’t go well.”

“…Of course.” I sighed, pinching the bridge of my nose.

“Glasses over there got into some kind of competition with elemental mages yesterday,” Theresa explained. 

“The challenge? Who could drink the most.”

“Men are all the same,” Erme said, throwing Marcel a judgmental glance. 

Then, as if catching herself, she quickly turned to me with a softer expression.

“Of course, Yuseong, you’re a bit different.”

What makes me so different from him?

Was it Fatal Allure? Even when I deactivated it, people tended to think too highly of me for no apparent reason.

Still, that wasn’t important right now.

Erme finished her calculations, grabbed a heavy pouch of coins, and stuffed it into her bag.

“We’ll handle the rest in the accounting room,” she said.

“Accounting room?” I asked.

“Yeah. Trying to split things out here is just asking for trouble. Even with all the adventurers, you’ve got drifters, scavengers, and all kinds of shady types hanging around.”

Her explanation made sense. The last thing I wanted was to get stabbed over loose coin.

Our party headed to the accounting room.

Before we began, Erme spoke up.

“One thing to note—when we killed Rishiel, the elf, the rapier we got from her goes to Yuseong.”

“No complaints,” Theresa said with a shrug.

“That elf was strong as hell. I’m just glad we made it out alive,” Marcel muttered weakly, still recovering.

“Alright, moving on to the actual split,” Erme continued.

“Yuseong, after subtracting the rapier, your share is 3 silver coins.”

“Thanks.”

“Marcel, you’re getting 3 gold coins and 45 silver coins.”

Marcel’s eyes lit up slightly at the mention of gold, though his body still looked like it might collapse at any moment.

“Theresa, your share is next…” Erme continued.

“Thanks, Marcel,” Erme said with a nod.

“Theresa, your share is 3 gold coins and 50 silver coins. Plus an additional 30 silver coins for helping Yuseong earlier.”

“Appreciate it!” Theresa grinned as she pocketed the coins.

“As for me, I’m taking the rest: 6 gold coins and 75 silver coins.”

“Quite the hefty sum,” I remarked.

“Well, the gear those elves were wearing was top-notch. It was a pain to sell everything, but it paid off in the end,” Erme explained.

“When’s our next labyrinth dive?” I asked.

“How about tomorrow? We just went in yesterday, so we’ll have today to rest and recover,” Erme suggested.

“Fair enough,” Marcel said with a firm nod. His expression was serious as he added, “I’ll make sure I’m in top condition by then.”

“Good,” Erme replied. “In the meantime, I’ll recruit another party member.”

“Another member?”

“Yep. Someone competent enough to pull their weight. Plus, it wouldn’t hurt to have someone familiar with this area’s labyrinths.”

Knowing Erme, she’d handle it well. 

I decided not to interfere.

“I’ll head to the orphanage,” Theresa suddenly chimed in.

“Orphanage?” I asked, raising an eyebrow.

“I’m from an orphanage,” Theresa said casually. 

“Because of my strong physical abilities, I was selected to become a holy knight.”

“But you can’t use healing magic?”

“Nope. Holy power requires a specific Gift, and I don’t have it,” Theresa admitted with a shrug.

“That’s unfortunate.”

Still, something didn’t add up. 

Erme had called her a berserker.

“What exactly does a ‘holy knight’ have to do to earn the title of berserker?”

I was curious, but I decided not to press the matter further. 

Some questions were better left unanswered.

She had her life, and I had mine.

With everyone heading off in different directions, I made my way to find a place to get some swordsmanship manuals. 

Erme had already told me where to go.

The problem was…

“It’s near the training grounds.”

Peeking through a crack in the door, I checked the area.

Fortunately, it wasn’t the terrifying old man from yesterday. 

Instead, a woman was stationed at the training ground’s entrance.

“Good. No sign of him today.”

I slipped inside and headed straight for the shelves where the training manuals were stored.

It was quiet, with hardly anyone around.

Of course, sword enthusiasts probably wouldn’t waste time here, flipping through dusty manuals.

As I browsed the selection, a realization hit me.

“The quality here is… surprisingly low.”

A quick skim was enough to grasp most of the techniques. 

None of them stood out as particularly special.

“Are these all just beginner-level techniques?”

If they were, then why did the names sound so grandiose?

“‘Crushing Blade Technique?’ ‘Asura Swordsmanship?’ What kind of exaggerated names are these?”

I was in the middle of flipping through one of the manuals when.

“…Ran away yesterday, and now you’re browsing sword manuals?”

I froze.

Turning slowly, I saw him.

Volcan.

His face held an expression of disbelief, bordering on amusement.


“Oh, crap!” I shouted instinctively.

“You said that out loud, you know.” Rishiel’s voice rang out, bemused.

“Quiet, Rishiel.”

The old man continued to stare, and my heart sank.



 
  
    Chapter 14: Volcan – 3


The Sword King, Volcan.

He could be summed up in a single phrase.

A legendary adventurer and former knight.

In his youth, he was given the title of “The Wall,” and when it came to toughness, there were few adventurers who could compare to him.

This was the information Erme had taught me about him.

To be honest…

‘…He really did look tough.’

Even if he took my attacks head-on with his bare body, I had the impression he’d just laugh heartily and say, Kahaha! That tickles!

So, it was only natural that I’d be shocked to see such a figure appear before me.

“Doesn’t seem like you’re all that surprised, though.”

Volcan muttered in a dissatisfied tone, staring at me.

What do you mean, I’m not surprised?

I stared at him in disbelief, and Volcan cleared his throat.

“Ahem. So, what business do you have in my study?”

“…?”

Something about that sentence didn’t feel right.

This place… was Volcan’s study?

As I looked around with skeptical eyes, Volcan grinned.

“I may look like this, but few people are as intelligent as I am.”

I was at a loss for words.

‘He’s not exactly lying, I guess.’

He was said to have mastery over swordsmanship, so he had to be smart.

Those who stand at the peak of their field are usually intelligent.

‘That’s probably true, right?’

They say that truly perceptive people act as if they have no awareness at all.

Maybe Volcan was one of those people.

Since he hasn’t even asked why I ran away yesterday…

Volcan was rather—

“So, why did you surrender and run away yesterday?”

“……”

“Well, it doesn’t matter.”

Volcan shrugged as if he truly didn’t care and disappeared elsewhere.

That meant my only task here was to go through the other instructional materials.

Normally, anyone else would feel uncomfortable under his presence and leave.

But I was different.

I steadfastly examined the instructional books. 

Most of them were similar to the ones I had previously dismissed as unimpressive.

Still, a few were worth referencing.

I was absorbed in reading for a while when Rishiel called out to me.

You.

‘What?’

That old man is secretly watching you from over there.

Seriously, does he have nothing better to do?

But I was used to this kind of thing.

I continued reading without a care.

You. 

That old man is getting closer and staring at you.

“……”

Does he really have nothing to do?

I kept my eyes on the instructional material, but soon, even my senses picked up on how close he had gotten.

Still, I ignored him and focused on studying swordsmanship.

‘So, this is how you use this move.’

I even discovered a new defensive maneuver.

[Skill: Swordsmanship has increased to Level 2.]

‘Oh? So, this system works like that too.’

I could level up just by absorbing information into my mind.

Of course, this type of game-based experience gain was probably limited and not something I could rely on too much.

It’d be best to read as much as possible early on…

I was at a loss for words.

Volcan was sitting right next to me.

At this point, most people wouldn’t be able to ignore him.

But I did.

I simply moved to the other side and continued reading the instructional material.

The moment I finished and closed the book—

“……”

“So, you finally decided to look this way.”

There he was.

Seriously, this old man…

“Don’t make that face. It hurts my feelings, you know.”

He didn’t look even the slightest bit hurt.

With a deep sigh, I spoke.

“So, what do you want?”

“Oh, nothing much. I was just curious about what you did yesterday.”

“It was nothing special.”

“That ‘nothing special’ happens to be of interest to me.”

What a bothersome old man.

I wasn’t sure he’d leave me alone after this.

Then, Erme crossed my mind.

She seemed to have some business with this old man.

‘That’s going to be annoying when the time comes.’

As I was debating whether I should deal with him or not—

“Excuse me.”

A voice that was both soft and alluring at the same time.

Crimson hair and eyes, reminiscent of fresh blood.

Eyes that curved into a slight smile the moment they met mine.

‘Lucia.’

That title of hers… she was undoubtedly the villainess.

E-Execution Princess?!

“Wh-why is the Execution Princess here…?”

Execution Princess? 

What?

“It’s been a while.”

With her alluring voice, Lucia greeted me.

I returned the greeting.

“But why are you here?”

“Fufu, I used to practice swordsmanship back in the day. Sometimes, I get nostalgic and drop by this place.”

“…That doesn’t seem to be the real reason.”

At Lucia’s words, Volcan smirked mischievously.

He glanced at me, then back at Lucia.

Then, he looked at me again before returning his gaze to Lucia.

“Isn’t it obvious to anyone watching?”

He nudged my side with his elbow, as if to say she was here for me.

Lucia, on the other hand, smiled with the warmth of an angel.

“Oh my, whatever do you mean? Isn’t this place open to everyone?”

There was something about her tone—something almost wicked.

“A librarian should be careful not to engage in personal discussions in a public space.”

…At least, that’s what she said.

But what I heard was:

An old man, cast aside by a new era, should know his place and stop meddling.

…That had to be my imagination.

No, there was no way it was just my imagination.

If that were the case, she wouldn’t have nicknames like Execution Princess or Villainess.

To confirm whether I was mistaken, I glanced at Volcan—only to see him staring blankly.

— W-Wait… does she know him?

‘Well, yeah, I guess you could say that.’

Actually, it was more than just knowing each other.

After all…

I had stolen Lucia’s obsession.

And because of that, I had become the object of her fixation.

Not only that.

‘This obsession…’

…Doesn’t go away.

To be honest, I had tested it a few times.

Remember those scavengers who ambushed us? 

Since they were disposable, I secretly slipped the stolen obsession into one of their pockets.

But before long, it had somehow returned to mine.

That moment had genuinely sent chills down my spine.

Anyway.

That’s just how it was.

Lucia had to be obsessed with me.

And I had to be the object of her obsession.

‘So, this isn’t all that strange.’

I looked at Lucia, who was gazing at me with a soft, amused smile.

“Still… you’re in a pretty pitiful situation. Of all people, you had to catch her attention.”

“Oh my, whatever do you mean?”

Her sweet smile sent an unwelcome shiver down my spine.

“I’m not the type to believe in rumors.”

Which was true.

They say where there’s smoke, there’s fire.

But sometimes, smoke just drifts in from somewhere else.

‘Though that’s definitely not the case with her.’

Execution Princess.

And Villainess.

The system itself labeled her a villainess.

And the people all called her Execution Princess in unison.

‘But can they even use titles like princess or king?’

I had heard there was an Empire and multiple Kingdoms still standing.

Setting that thought aside, I turned my gaze back to Lucia.

She was looking at me with eyes that gleamed with intrigue.

A quiet chuckle escaped her lips, her mouth curling slightly.

A languid sigh.

An alluring expression.

A look of deep fixation.

And an incredibly dangerous one.

‘I wasn’t saying that for your sake, you know.’

Something felt very, very wrong.

I suddenly had the urge to rush back to the inn.

But…

Just like yesterday, I wanted to try using the training grounds today.

The training facilities here are state-of-the-art!

Oh yeah?

Yes! The Empire and the Kingdoms provide funding for them. 

Of course, the average nobody doesn’t even know they exist.

I recalled Erme’s sharp smile.

That was reason enough for me to check out the training grounds.

As I stepped inside.

I saw a woman.

Yesterday, Volcan had been sitting at the counter.

Today, someone else was there.

“Welcome! I’m Hilda, the training grounds supervisor. May I have your name?”

“Han Yuseong.”

“Confirmed—you’re a Rank 1 adventurer. As a Rank 1, you’ll have some restrictions in the training grounds. Do you understand?”

“You may begin using the facility immediately. A one-month pass costs one silver coin. If you’d like to register—”

“I understand.”

“When would you like to start using the facilities?”

“For a month.”

I pulled out a silver coin from my pocket and handed it to Hilda.

She smiled and guided me through the process.

“Here are your training clothes and a towel. Just so you know, if you lose these clothes, we’ll provide a free replacement once. But if you steal someone else’s, you’ll have to pay a fine of one gold coin.”

“Got it.”

I wanted to ask how they kept track, but this was a world with magic.

There was probably some system in place.

‘Still…’

This place felt a lot like a gym.

I entered the locker room, changed into the training gear, and stepped outside.

And the sight that greeted me—

“……”

“Oh? So you can make that kind of face.”

It was Volcan.

Next to him stood the Execution Princess, Lucia.

Both were dressed in training gear.

“And why are you two here?”

“If you’re wearing training clothes in a training ground, it’s only natural to train.”

“I’m here for the same reason.”

“Oh, is that so?”

I picked up a wooden sword from the training grounds.

Then, I grabbed a slightly smaller one as well.

“…Do you use dual swords?”

“That guy… he’s unbelievable.”

Lucia looked flustered.

Volcan, watching Lucia’s reaction, turned his gaze to me.

“By unbelievable, do you mean he wields them exceptionally well? As expected of you, Yuseong—”

“No, that’s not it. I mean he’s unbelievably bad at it.”

Lucia froze for a moment at Volcan’s words, then quickly recovered and gave me an encouraging smile.

“Well, you’ve only recently become an adventurer, so that’s to be expected. Let’s go, Yuseong.”

She gently guided me forward.

When we arrived at the training area, many people were already practicing on the scarecrows, striking them repeatedly.

‘But…’

Something felt underwhelming.

With so many people hitting the scarecrows, the scene lacked intensity.

“Don’t underestimate them,” Volcan said. 

“Those scarecrows were retrieved from the labyrinth and magically reinforced. They won’t break easily with ordinary methods.”

“Reinforced…?”

“Yes, and if you actually do break one, you’ll attract a lot of attention.”

“That’s right,” Lucia chimed in.

“Depending on an adventurer’s rank, there are different types—straw scarecrows, wooden scarecrows, and even iron ones. If a mere Rank 3 adventurer managed to break a straw scarecrow, all the prestigious clans would rush to recruit them.”

“Really?”

Now that was interesting.

‘Following Erme is probably the safest option, but…’

This world was inside a game.

And she was essentially one of its protagonists.

So, logically, sticking with her would be the right move.

‘This is a good chance to raise my value.’

I had no intention of joining another clan, though.

But before that.

I gripped both swords firmly.

After reading the manuals today, I learned something important.

Dual-wielding was… pretty awful.

‘Apparently, it’s better to just use a single sword or another weapon altogether.’

Dual swordsmanship was said to be usable only by an extremely small number of gifted individuals.

Even Rishiel, who was considered exceptionally skilled, couldn’t use it.

I could use it, but a one-handed sword suits me better.

Even Erme had hesitated at the idea of dual-wielding.

So what about me?

‘Obviously, I’m not suited for it.’

However.

I did have knowledge of something else.

By chance, while analyzing Rishiel’s swordplay, I had glimpsed it.

‘Darkmoon.’

The shadowed moon.

A technique I had seen as an illusion while observing her swordsmanship.

A dual-sword style.

‘Maybe I’ll switch to something else in the future.’

But for now, dual swords felt right.

I took my stance, gripping both blades.

“Oh?”

“Hm?”

Volcan and Lucia tilted their heads as they watched me.

I ignored them—focusing entirely on my form.

A faint, blue trajectory became visible.

I traced the motion in my mind.

My body moved lightly.

Yet my blades remained sharp.

…!

Something—

clicked.

A vague presence wrapped around my swords.

Darkmoon.

Just like its name.

The shadowed moon began to take shape.

Darkness descended.

And then.

Boom!

The scarecrow collapsed.

Silence spread across the training grounds.


Within that silence, Lucia spoke quietly.

“You said… you couldn’t use dual swords?”

“…”

Volcan was at a loss for words.



 
  
    Chapter 15: Volcan – 4


A land where everything had fallen into ruin.

There, Erme realized she was dreaming.

This was a remnant of the past.

The sky was stained crimson, and black, toxic rain poured relentlessly.

‘What nonsense.’

The arrogant had fallen.

They overestimated their own strength, and their enemies repeatedly exploited the gaps left by their pride.

That was all.

That was the only reason.

The reason humanity had been defeated.

The reason the heroes had been defeated.

‘What a joke.’

No, that wasn’t it.

It was all because of that Demon King.

That being—formed entirely of darkness.

It had simply destroyed the world.

That was all there was to it.

*

“A disgusting dream.”

Her back was damp with sweat.

Cold sweat clung to her entire body.

On days like this, she just wanted to take a quick bath.

She sometimes had dreams like this.

Strange visions that felt almost like glimpses of the future.

But those futures always seemed too distant to grasp.

Even as she dismissed the thought, she moved her body.

There was much to do.

She had to prepare for the future.

Even now, that being was surely making its moves.

Plotting the downfall of humanity.

‘Annoying bastard.’

A being powerful enough to overwhelm humanity alone.

And yet, it also possessed an unbelievably sharp mind.

That was why humanity had been utterly helpless against it.

Now, only a little over ten years remained.

No—just as she was trying to change the future, that being was surely making its own moves as well.

‘How did she do it…?’

She thought of a woman.

A woman who had been bold and confident, unlike herself.

But for Erme, even imitating that woman was a struggle.

Sigh.

The road ahead was full of thorns.

Surviving in this world was brutally difficult.

…

But at least I have information.

That alone gave her a chance.

She forced herself to get up.

Fortunately, she had met some decent people.

‘Theresa, the Berserker. Marcel, the master of support. And Han Yuseong.’

Theresa and Marcel were already well-known.

Even in the future, their influence would be immense.

But Han Yuseong?

She knew nothing about him.

One thing was certain, though.

‘He’s not someone who would die to a guy like Han Ul.’

Han Ul’s so-called goblin hunt.

She had gone there with the intention of saving a future talent—someone Han Ul would have otherwise killed.

And there, as if by sheer coincidence, she met him.

The moment she saw him, her instincts screamed.

A man who carried danger, as if his very existence was a threat to himself.

A man whose eyes remained ice-cold, even from beneath his hood.

‘A dangerous man…?’

The instant she laid eyes on Han Yuseong, she knew.

He was a type of person she had never encountered before.

At the same time, a question arose.

How did Han Ul manage to kill him?

Did he really die because of a goblin ambush?

She had wanted to witness the process herself.

‘He died too easily.’

And yet, there was still so much he hadn’t shown.

Her heart pounded.

The more she observed him.

The more layers he seemed to have, peeling away like an endless onion.

He was too exceptional.

Which was why she felt uneasy.

She still had many things she had yet to reveal.

But how long would he stay by her side?

As Erme pondered that concern, she stretched.

With the settlement process done and a short nap behind her.

It was time to head to the training room and strengthen her body.

Exercise was familiar.

It was far better than fighting.

Before entering, she paid Hilda at the counter.

And once she stepped inside.

She saw it.

The scarecrow she had marked as her target to break once she reached Level 2.

…What the hell?

Han Yuseong had shattered it.

The scarecrow was completely destroyed.

According to Volcan and Lucia, these things weren’t supposed to break so easily.

And anyone who did manage to break one would instantly be labeled a prodigy.

A talent that prestigious clans would scramble to recruit.

‘…There are way too many eyes on him.’

It was uncomfortable.

No—very uncomfortable.

“Did he just break that in one hit?”

“Wait, isn’t he a Rank 1 adventurer? I heard he was still Level 1.”

“His potential is insane. I’ve barely ever heard of a Level 1 breaking one of these.”

“Yeah, it’s rare. Not impossible, but close to it.”

Volcan let out a dry remark.

“You… do you even realize what you’ve just done?”

His voice carried a rare seriousness.

And yet, despite his serious tone.

His eyes told a different story.

Bright and sharp, gleaming with excitement.

And his mouth?

Curved into a smirk.

‘Seriously.’

If he was going to speak so gravely, shouldn’t his expression match?

Why was he looking at me like he was enjoying himself?

Or maybe… he just found the whole situation entertaining.

Whatever the reason, I didn’t find it particularly pleasant.

I shifted my gaze to Lucia.

Her eyes were practically sparkling with hearts.

And then.

“Shit, I wanna fuck him so bad.”

“……?”

What?

Did I hear that correctly?

It had been a tiny murmur—small enough that I might have misheard.

And next.

I turned to see Erme.

Her mouth was hanging open, eyes round with shock.

Why was she making that face?

“D-Did you just break that?”

“…Yeah.”

“H-How?”

Her gaze trembled as she stared at me.

I looked at the shattered scarecrow.

‘If you ask me how I broke it…’

I just broke it well.

There wasn’t exactly a good way to explain that.

‘And I can’t just tell them I used Elven swordsmanship.’

Rishiel had once told me.

Elven swordsmanship wasn’t something humans could use.

Likewise, human swordsmanship wasn’t something elves could wield easily either.

Each race had sword styles suited to them.

That’s why they couldn’t use each other’s techniques.

Though, some could degrade the techniques to make them work.

That kind of adaptation rarely happened.

And even when it did, the technique degraded so much that it eventually became a completely different style altogether.

I turned to look at Rishiel.

She was staring at me, dazed.

T-That strike just now… how did you do it?

‘If you ask me how I did it…’

I just did it well.

Though, I had to admit—my condition was exceptionally good today.

I wasn’t sure if I could pull it off again so easily.

But once I grasped the sensation, I could probably replicate it.

N-No, I phrased that wrong. 

How did you even know that swordsmanship?

‘That swordsmanship?’

Her gaze was sharp, serious.

I realized that my answer here would greatly impact our relationship.

‘Not that it really matters—she’s already bound to me.’

But still…

If, by some miracle, she decided to abandon everything and rebel, I would have to kill her.

And if that happened, I wouldn’t gain anything from her.

‘She still has plenty of value left.’

That meant I had to give her the right answer.

A proper response.

“I was imitating your swordsmanship, but… something felt off.”

You were imitating my swordsmanship, but it felt… off?

“Yeah.”

S-So, you compensated for that flaw and adjusted it yourself?

‘…I guess?’

The way she phrased it made me sound like a genius.

But in reality, that wasn’t it.

It was Thief’s Pinnacle.

And my innate talent.

On top of that.

That talent had evolved into Master of the Blade.

Those three factors had aligned perfectly to make something click.

Rishiel stared at me, momentarily speechless.

That swordsmanship… it’s called Darkmoon.

‘Darkmoon?’

Did I not mention it before? If you wish, I could teach you the secret techniques of the Darkmoon family.

‘…She did say that.’

I recalled our past conversation.

Have you ever considered learning dual swordsmanship?

And then, right after, she had added.

Even the elves have forgotten this technique. 

Because… it’s a lost sword style.

That was roughly how it went.

‘That’s strange.’

When I had learned Rishiel’s swordsmanship, I had felt like something was missing.

That lingering sensation had nagged at me.

And then, during my fight with Volcan.

Something had nearly surfaced, appearing as an illusion.

Thief’s Pinnacle had supplied me with information.

My innate combat instincts had drawn the path.

And I had simply followed it.

But the fact that I could learn this swordsmanship this way…

‘Does that mean there’s something wrong with it?’

It was far too powerful for that to be the case.

Or maybe… elves simply lost the ability to wield it?

I wasn’t sure.

[Skill: Swordsmanship has increased by 2 levels.]

‘…Oh.’

Why the reaction?

I didn’t tell her that my swordsmanship had just leveled up twice.

That was valuable information.

She was on my side for now, but one day.

She could very well become my enemy.

It was best not to share too much.

“Just something good happened. Anyway, so?”

Would you be willing to teach me that swordsmanship?

“Teaching it isn’t hard, but…”

After using it once, I realized.

This technique was not easy to master.

‘Even with all my Gifts stacked together, I still found it difficult.’

I had learned Darkmoon by sheer coincidence.

But mastering it properly? 

That seemed nearly impossible.

Are you underestimating me?

Sure, you may be an unprecedented genius, but I was once called the hope of the Elves!

‘…You were that exceptional?’

I-I only lost because of your strange ability! I wasn’t actually defeated!!

Rishiel protested, but honestly, it was kind of funny.

I had gained the upper hand in our duel.

But it hadn’t been an overwhelming difference.

‘She wasn’t that much weaker than me.’

Of course, Rishiel had been holding back.

And I had been going all out.

‘Even now, I’d probably still struggle against her.’

Without Absolute Theft, I might’ve been dead.

Besides, her level back then had been 3.

And I was still Level 1.

Levels were more absolute than they seemed—closing that gap wasn’t easy.

‘She was two levels higher than me?’

And yet, she still lost and was making excuses?

‘…That’s a little pathetic.’

A truly disappointing elf.

You’re the weird one! I have one S-rank Gift and one A-rank Gift! 

I was practically meant to be a Sword Hero!!

‘An S-rank and an A-rank?’

That’s right! With that kind of talent, it wouldn’t have been strange if I had become a legendary sword wielder!

‘And what are the names of your Gifts?’

One is Waltz of the Wind. The other is Master of the Blade.

Master of the Blade?

Yes! And it’s S-rank!

An S-rank Master of the Blade?

Wasn’t that usually A+ rank at best?

Something seemed off.

I immediately opened my status window to check.

[GIFT]

Master of the Blade (A+)
Growth-Type.

◇ When wielding a sword, you can use it at a masterful level.

◇ Enhances combat intuition, speed, and striking power.

◇ Provides skill enhancement for Swordsmanship (Lv. 5).

So, Master of the Blade was indeed A+ rank.

Fufu, it seems even you’re surprised. 

My strength lies in possessing a Gift that can evolve into Sword Specter, Sword King, or even Sword Emperor.

‘…What?’

That’s where she was mistaken.

Rishiel seemed momentarily confused before continuing.

Master of the Blade is an S-rank Gift that, under certain conditions, can evolve into a higher form of swordsmanship.

For example, that old man probably evolved his into Sword King for a well-balanced style.

‘So it adjusts to match the user’s ideal sword style?’

Exactly. 

A warrior who seeks speed and unpredictability evolves into Sword Specter. 

Someone who wields heavy or crushing blades evolves into Sword Emperor. 

And those who pursue all forms of swordsmanship earn the title of Sword Saint.

‘Is there a hierarchy between them?’

There’s no hierarchy. 

Each form has its own strengths and weaknesses—it all depends on the user’s capabilities.

Just to be sure, I asked another question.

“Are there Gifts called Pinnacle or something similar?”

Pinnacle? Where did you even hear such nonsense?

That’s just a legend—Gifts that supposedly let you transcend all limits.

They’re said to evolve into an unclassified rank beyond S-rank.

‘An unclassified rank?’

That’s what the scholars researching Gifts claim. 

They say if S-rank exists, then something beyond it wouldn’t be impossible.

But it’s nonsense. 

Even among elves, those with S-rank Gifts are rare.

‘Is that so…’

I glanced at Thief’s Pinnacle.

Rishiel’s explanation didn’t match my situation at all.

‘Even her classification of Master of the Blade seems off.’

Maybe if I kept evolving it, I’d uncover something new.

With a sigh, I looked around.


The gazes locked onto me had changed.

Like those of people who had just discovered a pile of gold.

‘Well, first things first… I need to survive.’

The future was going to be exhausting.



 
  
    Chapter 16: Hidden – 1


“Hello, I am from the Moonlight Serenade clan.”

“I am from the Light’s Essence……”

To be honest, I was feeling a little regretful.

Considering Lucia and Volcan’s reactions, as well as the responses of those around me, I had expected some trouble. 

I could already sense the hassle from the way they looked at me.

‘I didn’t think they’d swarm me this quickly, though.’

How many times has it been now?

Even though I had politely turned them away, some of them just wouldn’t give up.

‘It’s already getting annoying.’

I let out a deep sigh.

But this was something I had brought upon myself. 

Lucia and Volcan didn’t react as I expected, so I had just tried it out as an experiment.

‘I only did it as a test.’

It was unfair.

But no one cared about my frustration.

Well, blaming others wouldn’t change anything anyway.

What’s done is done. 

Now, I had to focus on damage control…

‘Is it even possible to clean up this mess?’

I had no idea.

Still, this place was spacious, so maybe I could find a way to hide.

At some point, I got tired of dealing with people, so I used Thief’s Pinnacle to vanish into stealth.

“Huh? W-where did you go?”

Rishiel sounded flustered. 

Ignoring her, I continued on my way.

She would find me eventually.

‘Since Rishiel’s Soul is near me.’

Even if I got too far away, at some point, it would always return to my side.

That strange connection ensured there were no problems.

Breaking away from the crowd, I spotted a portal to the Labyrinth opening in the distance.

And from within, countless people began pouring out.

‘…The Labyrinth.’

A steady stream of people emerged one after another.

There were all sorts of people. While most were human, I occasionally spotted orcs and beastfolk.

However, I didn’t see any elves.

Maybe it was because they were seen as a kind of public enemy.

‘We’re supposed to leave tomorrow, right?’

Still hidden, I made my way to the open training ground provided by the inn.

Since it was a quiet place, I figured I might as well swing my sword a few times before heading out.

[Skill: Swordsmanship level has increased.]

Swinging my sword was really fun.

The next day.

Erme made quick preparations to depart for the Labyrinth.

Even though leaving early wouldn’t change our arrival time, she wanted to avoid getting caught in the crowd.

And the reason for that… was me.

When I arrived at the Adventurer’s Guild, Theresa and Glasses were already there.

“The star of the hour has arrived.”

“Hey.”

Glasses adjusted his glasses as he said something strange. 

Meanwhile, Theresa greeted us with the same vacant expression as always.

“Sigh… Thanks for coming early, everyone.”

“So our party leader can make that kind of face, huh?”

“Well, some annoying things happened yesterday.”

Erme trailed off and took a seat.

“Come to think of it, didn’t you say you were looking for a new party member yesterday?”

“Yeah, we’re recruiting a Priest this time.”

“A Priest? Isn’t that difficult?”

“Priests… hard.”

Glasses and Theresa both shook their heads.

It didn’t seem like they were talking about recruitment being difficult—more like something else entirely.

‘Is it that hard to keep them happy?’

That made sense.

Priests were said to be extremely rare in this place.

“Well, Priests are considered a noble profession, so dealing with them can be a bit difficult.”

“Mages are easier to handle in comparison. They take great pride in their magic, so as long as you stroke their egos a little, they’ll perform well on their own.”

“Priests, on the other hand, are heavily influenced by their innate Gifts, so they’re often raised in an overly sheltered environment.”

As I listened to Glasses and Erme’s explanation, I pondered over it.

So basically…

‘In my previous life’s party system, it’s like the healers and buffers acting like nobles, huh?’

But since this was a matter of life and death, I figured it’d be different.

Or rather…

‘If someone can hold your literal life hostage, then I guess that makes sense.’

Still, if Erme was the one bringing in a Priest, things might be a little different.

She seemed quite competent—well, that was only natural.

‘She has the qualities to become the Sword Hero, after all.’

She’d make sure to bring someone useful.

“But there’s a big downside.”

“A downside? I already feel exhausted just hearing that.”

Theresa leaned on my shoulder, looking like she had a headache.

Beside her, Glasses wore a similar expression, as if he could already sense the trouble ahead.

“Well, since we’ll be in the lower floors, we should be able to manage somehow. Like, say, an Orc Shaman or something.”

“They may not look great, but they’re kind. Vitality Rituals, Healing Rituals— all good stuff.”

“It’s not that kind of problem… The one Erme found is a severe alcoholic and chain smoker.”

“…Oh.”

Theresa’s face showed an expression that basically said, Well, that’s not too bad.

Glasses, too, looked like he found it acceptable.

‘Aren’t those way more dangerous?’

Cigarettes could attract monsters because of the smell.

Alcohol could impair judgment, leading to fatal mistakes.

And yet, judging by their reactions, they seemed to think, That’s reasonable.

‘Just what kind of reputation do Priests have in this world?’

It was almost scary.

“Well, we still need to explore the Labyrinth, so should we try recruiting a Swordsman nearby? We arrived a bit early, and there seem to be plenty of diligent people around.”

“If they can pull their weight, I’m in.”

“Same. A reliable front-liner is always good. But wouldn’t a back-liner be useful too?”

“A back-liner?”

Erme turned to look at me, as if asking for my opinion.

‘Is it because I’m handling both the front and back lines?’

I didn’t mind doing both.

So, I nodded.

As soon as I did, Erme’s face brightened.

This was starting to make me feel like the leader here.

‘She’s the one doing all the work, but she’s not getting much out of it.’

Yeah, leadership suits someone like her better.

Just as I was about to sit down and wait, a shadow loomed over me.

Judging from its sheer size, whoever it was had an enormous frame.

I looked up.

And saw Volcan, grinning widely.

“Hey, kid. What are you doing here?”

“Waiting.”

“Hm? For who?”

I pointed to the side, and Volcan followed my gaze.

Erme was over there, speaking with a party about something.

“Oh? Didn’t you guys just come out of the Labyrinth a few days ago?”

“We did.”

“And you’re already going back in? Looks like you’ve got potential.”

Volcan grinned in satisfaction.

…He seemed to have the wrong idea about us.

‘Not that it matters.’

No, maybe this was actually a good thing.

Theresa was staring at Volcan with a blank expression, while Glasses was trembling violently.

“V-Volcan, sir?”

“The Sword King Volcan… Is it really him?”

Glasses’ voice shook as he muttered Volcan’s name.

Meanwhile, Theresa pinched her own cheek, as if trying to confirm whether this was real.

“Kid, seems like I’m pretty famous.”

“…Just how infamous are you that Glasses is shaking like that?”

“Glasses? Oh, you mean that one? Hmm… My infamy, huh…”

Volcan started engraving something into the air with his large hands.

“There was that time a so-called prince from a neighboring country got cocky, so I punched him in the face… Oh, and when the Imperial Guards got uppity, I beat them down…”

He listed a few more incidents, each just as absurd.

…Okay.

Now I understood why Glasses was trembling in fear.

But still, was that even allowed? Adventurers were granted some level of recognition, sure, but…

‘Isn’t that a bit much?’

As if he could read my thoughts, Volcan smirked and said,

“Sorry, kid. You gotta be at my level to get away with this. If you build up muscles like mine, maybe you’ll get there one day.”

He gave me a knowing look.

…Was he suggesting we train together?

‘I really don’t want to end up looking like that.’

I was more suited for speed.

Maybe it was because my first real swordsmanship experience was with Darkmoon Blade, but agility suited me far better than brute strength.

As I chatted with Volcan, Glasses suddenly shook his head furiously.

“No, no… Yuseong, I respect him.”

Respect?

Volcan?

‘Well… I guess that makes sense.’

Objectively speaking, Volcan was an outstanding adventurer.

It’s just that his actions… weren’t exactly age-appropriate.

“Bwahaha! You hear that, kid? This old man’s got quite the reputation!”

“…Tsk.”

“You just clicked your tongue?”

Volcan looked at me in disbelief.

I hadn’t clicked my tongue.

It was just my inner thoughts leaking out a little too loudly.

As we continued our conversation, Erme approached us.

“I asked around, but everyone’s already grouped in pairs, so forming a party with our current numbers is a bit…”

Erme’s gaze shifted toward Volcan.

Volcan, in turn, looked at Erme.

Their eyes flickered for a moment before Volcan stroked his chin and turned to me.

“Man… There sure are a lot of talented people here. The balance between front-liners and back-liners isn’t perfect, but in a lower Labyrinth, it shouldn’t matter much.”

“It’s all thanks to good fortune.”

“They seem promising.”

Volcan glanced between me and Erme before shifting his attention to Glasses and Theresa.

The two visibly tensed up.

“They’re not bad either. If they keep working hard, they could become high-ranked adventurers.”

“!…!”

“Thank you!”

Beaming, both of them bowed their heads deeply in gratitude.

But Volcan stopped them and helped them back up.

“There’s no need to thank me for that. I just assessed your potential.”

Saying that, Volcan handed me a box.

“Take it.”

“…What is it?”

“You look way too suspicious. It’s a training tool for your development.”

“A training tool?”

Why was he giving me something like this?

“Because the more skilled adventurers there are, the better. Whether you like it or not, you lot are bound to become strong enough to represent us one day.”

So this was an investment for the distant future?

‘Investing in those with clear talent…’

And one day, they’d end up representing the Adventurer’s Guild itself.

If that was his strategy, it made sense.

Rather than strengthening a single clan, he was reinforcing the guild as a whole.

“So it’s just the four of us again this time?”

“It would be nice to have one more, but…”

Erme glanced at me for a moment before nodding.

“Let’s just depart. The crowds are starting to gather.”

And she was right—people’s gazes were slowly focusing on me.

“Is that the guy?”

“The Rank 1 Adventurer who broke the training dummy?”

“A Level 1 destroyed the dummy? What kind of nonsense—!”

I pulled my hood down low and used Thief’s Pinnacle to reduce my presence.

“…What kind of skill is that?”

“A basic technique for back-liners.”

“…Wait, you’re a back-liner?”

Volcan gave me a baffled look.

I tilted my head slightly before answering.

“I’m a Thief?”

“You? A Thief? Normally, Thieves are—… Oh.”

Volcan scanned our party members, then nodded in realization.

“Right. If this is the kind of team you’ve put together, then I guess having you in the back somehow works.”

“I can shoot a bow, too.”

“I can’t even imagine you being bad at something, but… you? With a bow?”

Volcan looked genuinely shocked.

Was it really that surprising that I was a Thief?

“Well, I’ll gratefully accept the gift.”

“Nah, it’s too heavy. Pick it up later. I’ll leave it with Hilda.”

“Hilda?”

“The woman who guided you at the training grounds yesterday.”

“Ah, her.”

“Alright, now get going. It’s almost time for the Labyrinth departure.”

“See you later.”

“Later? More like in a few days.”

“That’s Labyrinth time, isn’t it? Either way, see you.”

Since it wasn’t that important of a farewell, we set off toward the Labyrinth.

A space shrouded in endless darkness.

The air felt damp, and faint lights flickered around us.

“Everyone good? No discomfort?”

“No issues. I’m in perfect condition.”

“Same here.”

“No problem.”

After Glasses, Theresa, and I answered in turn, Erme gave me a light shove from behind.

“Let’s go.”


“…Aren’t you supposed to take the lead?”

“This is a Thief’s job.”

“Then let’s move.”

With that, we ventured deeper into the Labyrinth.



 
  
    Chapter 17: Hidden – 2


As I took the lead, I suppressed my presence while marking the path so the others could follow easily.

“These markings… what are they for?”

“In case we run into others and get separated like last time.”

Of course, we wouldn’t let ourselves be completely scattered.

But it was always good to prepare for the worst.

You never knew what could happen in the Labyrinth.

After walking for a while, Erme suddenly took the lead.

“Erme?”

“I have a good sense for this. Let’s go this way.”

She strode forward confidently.

…But something felt off.

Last time in the Labyrinth, she seemed uncertain and flustered.

‘Why is she so confident now?’

She moved without hesitation, as if she knew the path.

That was what made it strange.

It was almost like she had been here before.

I recalled something.

The Labyrinth was a space where time and space were warped.

No one could predict where they would land upon entering.

No one could tell where the path to the next floor would be.

And yet, Erme’s movements were precise, her expression saying, This is perfect.

Our party followed behind her.

She didn’t hesitate.

“Ten Goblins ahead.”

“Prepare for combat.”

Kieeeek!

“Take this.”

Glasses cast support buffs on me, Erme, and Theresa.

My body felt lighter.

I dashed forward, faster than anyone else, sword in hand.

‘I’ll strike first.’

Two Goblin Archers were firing from the back.

Annoying.

I threw three daggers.

Each one followed a different trajectory.

Clang!

One of the nearby goblins managed to block, but the other two daggers struck the archers’ throats.

I pulled out the Blood-Soaked Dagger from Hidden Space.

Slash!

I immediately cut down a goblin charging at the front.

Maybe because the dagger absorbed blood, its color deepened into an even darker crimson.

No time to admire it.

I was still in the middle of battle.

Two more goblins lunged at me.

The first one swung a club.

I dodged by tilting my head back.

Whoosh!

The club barely grazed my hair.

The other goblin grinned, baring its jagged teeth.

It aimed a rusty, corroded sword at me.

I threw a dagger from Hidden Space, embedding it right in its skull.

Don’t smirk at me like that.

Once I finished off the goblins attacking me, I noticed the others had almost cleared out the remaining enemies.

“That’s some impressive skill. You’ve gotten even stronger than you were two days ago.”

Glasses adjusted his frames as he spoke.

It was true—I had gotten stronger.

‘My swordsmanship leveled up.’

Without realizing it, I had eliminated a lot of my bad habits.

My sword strikes were cleaner, faster, more precise—overall, everything had improved.

“No.”

“No? What do you mean?”

“I didn’t just get stronger.”

At Theresa’s remark, Erme glanced at the fallen goblins.

Then she nodded in agreement.

“Definitely… different.”

“Yeah. You’ve changed.”

“There’s a cleanliness to your movements now. Before, your swordplay felt more… wild.”

“…But getting this much stronger in just two days doesn’t make sense.”

Glasses looked at me with disbelief, while Theresa observed me carefully.

“Save the chatter for later. Let’s harvest resources from the goblins and move forward.”

Erme interrupted, stopping the conversation.

She was right—this was a dangerous place. We could discuss things once we were safe.

After a few more battles, I felt it.

A strange sense of déjà vu.

This place…

An instinct telling me that something hidden was nearby.

Thief’s Pinnacle was guiding me.

Something was concealed in this place.

I turned to Erme.

And she was already watching me.

So this was why she had led us here.

‘She wanted us to end up in this exact spot.’

She knew the layout.

She expected me to find something here.

‘What the hell is she?’

She had strange knowledge.

Back when we first met, she looked at me and said I wouldn’t die to goblins.

Then there was that mysterious money, and the inside information on Volcan.

Could it be that Erme…?

‘No. That’s not the priority right now.’

The important thing was telling the others.

I raised my hand, signaling the party to stop.

“There are some unusual traces here.”

“Unusual traces?”

“Yeah. I think something is hidden nearby.”

“Wait… could this be a Hidden?”

“Hidden?”

“Simply put, it’s something hidden within the Labyrinth. This place is so massive that there are bound to be secret areas. Hidden locations can vary—some lead to different places, while others are just concealed rooms.”

“The ones that transport you elsewhere are riskier, but as long as they don’t send us to a lower floor, it shouldn’t be too bad. With our strength, this should be manageable.”

Erme explained calmly.

Glasses and Theresa still looked uncertain.

Meanwhile, Erme turned her twilight-colored eyes toward me, as if silently asking—

What will you do?

‘If my suspicion about her is correct…’

After a brief moment of consideration, I made my decision.

We’re going.

I nodded.

Theresa and Glasses groaned in response.

“There’s an old saying in the Labyrinth: It’s not the strong who survive—it’s the ones who survive that become strong. Adventurers are told to avoid unnecessary risks whenever possible.”

“……”

“But I don’t want to live that kind of boring life. If safety was my only concern, I would have just become a Support Mage and locked myself in the Magic Tower to study spells. I’m going.”

“…I need money.”

Theresa took a step forward.

“I’ll go too.”

“That’s four in favor, zero against. Decision made.”

Erme smiled, almost like she already knew what lay ahead.

“As expected. Shall we go, then?”

She stepped forward and pressed against an unusual section of the wall—the very one my senses had detected.

Shhhhk.

The wall vanished, revealing a door.

“A Hidden Room?”

“Not sure. There could be a portal inside.”

“A portal?”

“It’s a Labyrinth mechanism that leads to another space. More dangerous, yes—but the treasures inside are usually worth it.”

Erme took a step back and gestured toward the door.

“Hehe, I’m no good with these things.”

A lock was fastened to the door.

So even this kind of thing existed?

The moment I saw it, knowledge of how to unlock it naturally flowed into my mind.

Wire…

I recalled what I had stored in Bag 2—a general store pouch, a Soulstone, and Obsession of the Villainess.

From there, I pulled out a wire.

‘Good thing I bought this just in case.’

Click.

As soon as I inserted the wire, the lock clicked open effortlessly.

“…Is it supposed to be that fast?”

“Well, if nothing else, I guess this proves he really is a Thief.”

Glasses and Erme commented, but I ignored them and pushed the door open.

‘No traps…’

Inside was an empty room—nothing but a bare space.

The only notable detail was that the walls had deep blade marks scattered across them.

“There aren’t any traps inside.”

“Alright, then let’s take a quick look around.”

Erme stepped inside, smiling brightly.

Rumble!

The moment all of us entered, the door shut behind us.

A pitch-black space.

I immediately drew my sword, preparing for anything.

“…Doesn’t seem like a trap.”

“Yeah, looks that way.”

“Can any of you see anything?”

“…More or less.”

Glasses sounded uneasy in the darkness.

“Can’t you just summon some light?”

“I could, but if there’s no enemy and we can see, I wouldn’t recommend it.”

“Oh?”

“We don’t know what kind of Hidden Room this is. There are cases where summoning light could trigger a trap—like the ceiling suddenly collapsing.”

What kind of death trap is that?

I glanced at Erme, and she nodded in confirmation.

“There are rooms like that. Turning on a light isn’t always the best idea. More specifically, some traps react to magic, but this room doesn’t seem to be one of those. Still, we should be careful.”

“Got it.”

I silenced Erme before she went into full explanation mode and focused on examining the blade marks on the walls.

‘There’s definitely a way to solve this.’

I stepped closer.

No traps, but…

What should I call this?

A mechanical mechanism?

It wasn’t magic, swordsmanship, or mana-based—it was something purely scientific.

‘A place like this exists in the Labyrinth?’

It felt strange.

Not impossible, but definitely unexpected.

“Did you figure something out?”

“There’s some kind of mechanism here.”

“A mechanism?”

“Yeah. Step back for a moment.”

If my guess was right…

Thief’s Pinnacle had given me information.

And these blade marks.

I exhaled and swung my sword precisely where the cuts were.

Sring!

I hit something.

And with a deep rumble, a section of the wall slid open.

“Looks like that was the right answer.”

“…How the hell did you do that so fast?”

Erme stared at me, looking dazed.

I ignored her and took the lead.

This kind of thing…

‘It’s oddly exciting.’

But I forced myself to stay calm.

This could still be a trap.

As much as I’d prefer staying in the back, I was the best at detecting things.

We moved in formation.

Me and Erme in the front, Glasses in the middle, and Theresa at the rear.

The reason was simple.

To protect Glasses, our Mage, in case of any sudden threats.

After descending for a while, another door appeared.

“…The Labyrinth really is a strange place.”

Glasses muttered as he examined the surroundings.

The path kept leading downward.

“…At this rate, this might be a Hidden Floor.”

“A Hidden Floor?”

“A floor that exists between the usual ones. For example, if this is the 1st Floor, this could actually be Floor 1.5.”

“…That’s a good thing, right?”

“Of course. If we’re the first to discover Floor 1.5, then there’s probably a Boss here.”

“A Boss…?”

“The 1st Floor normally has Hobgoblin Duelists. The 2nd Floor is the Arachne’s Nest…”

“Then 1.5 would be…?”

At Glasses’ words, Erme responded firmly.

“If this were really Floor 1.5, it’d be difficult for us to handle—”

She paused, glanced at me, then shook her head.

“…Actually, never mind.”

“If this really were a hidden floor, we would’ve already encountered Hobgoblins at the entrance.”

“…Huh. I guess that makes sense?”

“Yes. And Marcel, the information you have seems a little distorted. That floor has already been cleared.”

Marcel narrowed his eyes at Erme.

His expression clearly said—How do you even know that?

I remained silent, scanning for traps, while Theresa followed behind me with a blank stare.

“…Feels strong.”

“I agree.”

Even from outside the door, we could feel it.

Whatever was inside… was extremely powerful.

A heavy, skin-prickling pressure radiated from behind the door.

‘What the hell is in there?’

A sensation commonly referred to as killing intent.

For a brief moment, my body froze.

But at the same time.

‘Is this Aura?’

Knowledge suddenly surfaced in my mind.

Aura.

A power separate from magic.

A force that could be described as pure battle energy.

A power that allows the user to intimidate their opponent, depending on their capability or latent potential.

And whatever was inside this room… was naturally radiating that kind of force.

A strong one.

My body instinctively tensed.

No.

Rather than tension, my body felt light.

“…Yuseong?”

“What?”

“…Are you enjoying this?”

“No.”

“It’s just… you look way too excited.”

…What?

There’s no way I’d.

I suddenly realized.

I was smiling.

‘…Did being trapped in this savage world turn me into a barbarian too?’

I sighed.

“Opening the door.”

“…Alright.”

Creeeak.

As the door swung open, a massive figure came into view.

It wielded an enormous greatsword, its silver skin glistening under the dim light.

It stood around three meters tall, its hulking frame exuding raw power.

If a goblin could evolve, this is what it would look like.

“A Hobgoblin Duelist?”

“No. This is a Hobgoblin Champion—a rank higher. Be careful, it’s strong.”

KUUOOOOOOHH!!

At Erme’s words, the Hobgoblin Champion let out a deafening roar.

Glasses froze in place.

“Damn it…! This pressure…! S-sorry, I can’t move right now!”

A stun effect?

“Buff us once you recover.”


I pulled out the Blood-Soaked Dagger.

The sword Erme had bought for me was stored safely in Bag 1.

Instead, I drew Whisper of the Wind.

Without hesitation, I charged at the Hobgoblin Champion.



 
  
    Chapter 18: Hidden – 3


Hobgoblin Champion.

The sheer pressure it emitted made my skin tingle.

A technique said to be reserved for only the elite among warriors.

Aura.

And this thing was radiating it naturally.

Grrrr…

It growled at me, eyes locked onto mine.

I met its gaze with an icy stare, keeping my composure.

“A Hobgoblin Champion—it has an Aggressive Assault trait and is prone to Berserk Mode. It has long reach and is highly aggressive, but its defenses are relatively weak.”

“What about its regeneration?”

“It can regenerate, but not fast enough to recover mid-battle. Still, its endurance is high, so don’t let your guard down.”

Shing.

Erme pointed her sword at the Hobgoblin Champion.

“If you sever its limbs or if it feels its life is in danger, be careful.”

“Why?”

Theresa asked, frowning.

Without taking her eyes off the enemy, Erme responded,

“It’ll trigger the Berserker Gift. You should understand better than anyone, Theresa.”

“…Yeah, I get it. I’ll be careful. Yuseong, you too.”

“I’m sure Yuseong can handle himself.”

…Berserker Mode?

I didn’t know the details, but I could guess—

An increase in ferocity, a bloodthirsty rampage.

In game terms, it was probably a power boost at low HP.

‘Does it have lifesteal too?’

Lifesteal is a vampire’s ability, is it not?

‘No, I mean, does it heal when it lands an attack?’

Hah. 

A beast like that wouldn’t have such a broken ability.

Rishiel sounded almost offended at the thought.

And at that very moment.

KUUOOOOHH!!

The Hobgoblin Champion leaped high into the air, raising its greatsword overhead.

Normally, the best response would be to counterattack from close range.

But…

‘That’s dangerous.’

Erme, Theresa, and I immediately retreated.

BOOOOM!!

The impact shattered the ground, cracks spreading out like a spiderweb.

That thing is a monster. 

Pure brute force alone might be too much for your party to handle.

Rishiel’s voice rang in my head.

She was right.

This thing was a beast.

I thought Volcan was a walking pile of muscle, but.

This was just pure muscle incarnate.

Of course, that’s only if you weren’t here. It’s fast and nimble, but at the cost of low endurance.

‘So a war of attrition?’

That’s not really your style, is it?

She had a point.

Dragging this fight out wasn’t ideal.

‘Glasses is the problem.’

If this turned into a drawn-out battle, we had no idea when his paralysis would wear off.

The rest of us could dodge, but he’d be a sitting target—one wrong move, and he’d die.

Besides…

Our party was naturally built for short, explosive fights.

‘I’ve got a plan.’

I rushed forward without hesitation.

Ssssshhh…

At the tip of my silver rapier, a pale green wind began to gather.

It condensed.

Sharpening into a razor-like edge.

The tip of my rapier locked onto the Hobgoblin Champion.

Ka-ga-ga-kak!

Sparks flew as my rapier clashed against the greatsword.

Looking closer, I noticed a red aura coating the blade.

‘Is it a weapon like Whisper of the Wind?’

There was no way this thing was just Level 5.

If it were, Erme wouldn’t have led us here.

That said, it wasn’t that fast.

And it didn’t feel stronger than Rishiel.

‘The problem is…’

It was as strong as Rishiel—but combined with the brute force of multiple elves.

I quickly leaped back and retrieved my bow and arrows from my weapon slot.

Twang!

The arrow soared through the air toward the Hobgoblin Champion.

Clang.

It barely even flinched.

The creature stared at me, expression unreadable.

As if asking, Did you really think that would hurt me?

‘The weakness of ranged weapons…’

My bow mastery wasn’t bad, but it wasn’t my specialty either.

My real strength was.

‘Swordsmanship.’

I charged.

The Hobgoblin Champion swung its massive sword.

At the same time, Theresa ducked low and closed the distance.

Erme leaped from above, her twilight-colored eyes flashing as her sword came crashing down.

‘Darkmoon Blade…’

I still couldn’t use it properly.

The casting time was too long.

And yet.

A faint blue line flickered in my vision.

A swordsman’s intuition.

But the line was unclear.

That only happened when I was up against an opponent far stronger than me.

‘Volcan mentioned this before.’

This thing—its movements were partially visible to me.

But against Volcan and Lucia, I couldn’t see anything at all.

Compared to them, this was still manageable.

Even if the blue lines appeared sporadically, at least they were there.

Hup!

I held my breath and slashed along the faint blue line.

Shhk.

…No resistance.

‘Too shallow.’

The Hobgoblin Champion’s gaze remained locked onto me.

Even as Theresa swung her mace.

Even as Erme slashed with her sword.

It blocked, parried, or deflected their attacks.

Yet it never took its eyes off me.

‘Why me?’

Was it because of my Fatal Allure?

Or did it instinctively sense that Darkmoon Blade was a threat?

‘But I haven’t even used Darkmoon Blade yet.’

I didn’t know.

But one thing was certain.

As long as it was this fixated on me, I wouldn’t be able to prepare Darkmoon Blade properly.

‘In that case…’

I’ll turn the tables.

I activated Fatal Allure.

Flinch.

For a split second, Erme and Theresa stiffened.

And as for the Hobgoblin Champion.

‘…Did its eyes just flip?’

Its pupils burned bright red, filled with undeniable certainty.

Like it had just confirmed something for itself.

KUOOOOHH!!

It swung its greatsword.

Its target—me.

Theresa and Erme tried to intercept, but the monster ignored its wounds and lunged toward me with a massive leap.

‘What the hell is this speed?!’

Shouldn’t something that big be slower?!

If you’re three meters tall, you should at least be a little sluggish!

The massive creature, wielding a greatsword the size of its own body, moved with an unnatural agility.

‘Why does it feel faster than me?!’

With terrifying speed, it swung its sword at me.

I thrust Whisper of the Wind forward.

I can’t take that hit head-on.

It wasn’t just the speed.

Its strength was monstrous.

Engaging in a direct clash would be the worst possible move.

So.

‘I’ll redirect it as much as possible.’

But… could I really pull that off?

I had never attempted something like this before.

‘No.’

It wasn’t about whether I could.

If I wanted to survive, I had no choice.

As I swung my sword, information flooded my mind.

I leaned back, shifting my weight—

And let its greatsword slide off my blade.

Ka-ga-ga-kak!

It didn’t work perfectly.

The sheer force was overwhelming.

But.

‘I threw off its trajectory.’

That was enough.

With Whisper of the Wind, I deflected its attack.

And in that opening.

The Blood-Soaked Dagger.

A crimson blur.

The dagger buried itself deep into the Hobgoblin Champion’s thigh.

Krrrghh!

Unlike my previous attacks.

This one sank in.

‘But… compared to its size, a dagger is too small.’

It wouldn’t restrain it for long.

Then.

The winds of Whisper of the Wind howled.

A strange sensation—like something draining out of me.

And then.

Shrrkkk!

I ripped through its leg, slashing it to shreds.

‘This should cripple its mobility—’

But then.

The Hobgoblin Champion’s eyes glowed a deep, crimson red.

The moment I shredded its leg, its greatsword came swinging down at me.

KRRRRK!

I crossed my blades, barely managing to block.

‘What the hell is this strength…?!’

I felt like I was about to vomit.

A sensation I had never experienced before—like my insides were being shaken apart.

‘So this is what it feels like.’

Its greatsword kept pushing forward.

Forcing me back.

Until.

BOOOOM!!

I was slammed into the wall with a deafening crash.

Through the dust, I caught a glimpse of.

Erme.

She rushed in, closing the distance in an instant.

Her sword gleamed.

A faint crimson glow tracing the blade.

Shhk.

Without hesitation.

She silently severed one of its arms.

“There’s a limit to underestimating people.”

Erme muttered as she stared down at the Hobgoblin Champion.

It wasn’t surprising.

Even though they were allies, sometimes.

Even she felt uneasy when Han Yuseong released his aura.

‘It’s unsettling.’

At first, it was like he would stab her if she let her guard down.

But now.

His mere presence was enough to make people struggle to breathe.

Han Yuseong himself might not have realized it—

But when he activated Fatal Allure, and the Hobgoblin Champion “confirmed” its target, it wasn’t just empty words.

Most people wouldn’t even be able to breathe properly in front of him.

Facing Han Yuseong directly was something Erme never wanted to do.

But the Hobgoblin Champion had done exactly that.

‘Still… I’m no pushover either.’

After all.

She had a reason for leading them here in the first place.

KUOOOOHHH!!

The Hobgoblin Champion let out a furious roar—

Its blood-red eyes flaring even brighter.

‘…The Berserker Gift.’

One of its pattern triggers.

At the moment it deemed its life in danger, its breath.

Its very presence changed.

A berserk state—a surge in pure offensive power.

Even if its limbs were severed, it would drag its enemy down with it.

Its greatsword swung wildly.

“Watch out.”

Theresa shouted a warning to Erme before charging forward.

‘So what if you’re a Berserker?’

We have one too.

Her cold, emotionless gaze sharpened, filled with pure fighting intent.

Theresa’s mace swung.

BOOOOOM!!

A direct hit to the Hobgoblin Champion’s stomach.

A solid blow.

Why?

Because Marcel, our Support Mage, had recovered and buffed Theresa just in time.

And now.

The Hobgoblin Champion, its stance broken, swung its greatsword again.

This time, its target was Theresa.

The massive blade came crashing down.

THUUUUD!!

Theresa deflected it upward with her mace.

But the monster wasn’t done.

It followed up immediately, preparing to cleave her in half.

Chill.

Even from a distance, a cold shiver ran down my spine.

The Hobgoblin Champion suddenly twisted backward.

Its instincts screaming.

It had lost focus for a moment after taking Theresa’s hit.

Erme smirked internally.

Theresa’s strike wasn’t just about damage.

It stole the Hobgoblin Champion’s attention, even if only for a moment.

And when that happened.

‘The most dangerous person gets their opening.’

Its stance was broken.

And then.

I saw Han Yuseong.

His Whisper of the Wind was raised before him, while his Blood-Soaked Dagger was held back slightly.

A dual-wield stance.

The attack from earlier hadn’t left any major damage on him.

‘But something…’

Something felt off.

Even in this dark cavern, it was as if the shadows had deepened further.

The room itself seemed darker.

‘No, this isn’t my imagination.’

Slowly.

Something dark seeped from Han Yuseong’s swords, corrupting the air around him.

The space around him was turning pitch-black.

His swords crossed.

And then.

“Darkmoon Blade.”

A pale white moon appeared—

And.

Fwoooosh!

Darkness engulfed everything.

‘I thought I was going to die.’

When the Hobgoblin Champion sent me flying,

I was more worried about my body than anything else.

‘But I’m… fine?’

Not because I was particularly tough.

But because.

“Cough.”

Glasses.

I didn’t know what spell he used, but he said he had reduced the impact and absorbed some of the force with telekinetic magic.

“…Phew, that was close.”

He pulled out a small vial filled with red liquid.

And gulped it down.

His pale complexion began to recover.

A recovery potion.

‘Right… those exist.’

But they were too expensive for me to even consider buying.

To be more precise, even with the money I earned last time, I was still a bit short.

‘At least Erme bought one for me, so I gave mine away.’

Glasses, now looking much better, adjusted his glasses and stood up.

“Thanks to you, I’m alive.”

“That’s my line.”

“Haha, well… Most parties aren’t generous enough to share potions, even if a teammate is injured.”

“…?”

Why?

If a party member weakened, wouldn’t that just put everyone in danger?

“There are plenty of people in this world who don’t even think that far ahead. Or more accurately, they can only see one step ahead—and you’ve already seen what happens to people like that.”

“…”

Scavengers.

I hadn’t seen much of them firsthand,

But what I had seen was enough.

Even Erme had killed one on sight in the Labyrinth.

That said everything.

“Anyway, let’s settle the loot. With an opponent like that, the mana stone should be high quality.”

“Yeah.”

Just as I was about to move forward.

Theresa suddenly froze.

A strange light began to shimmer around her entire body.

“…Oh. A rare sight.”

“What… is that?”

“Have you never seen someone level up before? Then I suppose this reaction makes sense.”

Leveling up.

Each level-up brought an overwhelming surge in strength.

However, the potential gain varied depending on one’s Gift.

‘I wonder… what would it feel like for me?’

Curiosity suddenly struck me.

By the time I snapped out of my thoughts, the glowing aura had completely absorbed into Theresa.

“…Ah.”

I stared at her.

The blue lines I had seen before—many of them had disappeared.

Previously, she had several openings, and I was confident that I could defeat her in a fight.

But now.

‘If we fought right now…’

My chances of winning had dropped significantly.

Which made me wonder.

What would happen when I level up?

While I was lost in thought, Erme walked up to Theresa with a bright smile.

“Wow, congratulations, Theresa!”

“…Thanks.”

“It’s been three months since your last level-up? That’s incredibly fast.”

Glasses muttered in admiration.

Three months?

So, had she been an adventurer for three months total?

‘That’s strange.’


Something felt off.

I could feel how experience flowed into me every time I defeated a monster.

And judging by that feeling.

‘I should be close to leveling up, too.’



 
  
    Chapter 19: Second Floor – 1


We carefully sorted through our loot.

The spoils from slaying the Hobgoblin Champion.

Its greatsword and a massive mana stone.

The mana stone was huge.

Roughly the size of my palm.

Considering that a fingernail-sized mana stone was worth one silver coin, this was a solid haul.

Then there was the greatsword.

The moment I picked it up, its size shrank.

Originally three meters long, it had adjusted to roughly my height.

This might be the best find yet.

‘Is it like Whisper of the Wind?’

If so.

‘Does it adjust its size based on the user?’

I used Appraisal.

[Item]

Champion’s Sword (B-)

A greatsword that changes based on the user’s capabilities.

◇ Adapts to the most optimal form for the wielder.
◇ Consumes the user’s mana to generate Blood Aura.

‘…Huh?’

It drains mana?

I wasn’t sure what that would feel like.

‘But wait…’

So that thing had been fighting at that speed while its mana was being drained?

‘No wonder…’

It really was a monster.

If it had been moving purely on muscle, then yeah—it was a complete beast.

‘Might as well try it out.’

I gripped the Champion’s Sword.

So it drains mana—but how much?

I gripped the Champion’s Sword firmly.

…!

For a moment, my body staggered.

A splitting headache tore through my skull.

‘…I can’t use this.’

Even in that brief moment, it felt like something was forcefully draining out of me.

‘So this is mana…’

Drip.

A warm liquid trickled down my nose.

Probably a nosebleed.

I reached into Hidden Space, grabbed a random cloth, and wiped it away.

‘If this thing drains this much mana…’

What if.

Instead of using this sword, the Hobgoblin Champion had discarded it and just attacked us barehanded?

Or if it had dragged the fight into a war of attrition to exhaust us?

‘…No, that wasn’t it.’

What made that thing so troublesome wasn’t just its speed or power.

It was its defensive ability.

The reason it could withstand Whisper of the Wind and even deflect the Blood-Soaked Dagger.

Without that defense, things might have been different.

Anyway.

This was our reward for defeating it.

“Alright, shall we open it now?”

Erme grinned, her excitement obvious.

The boss of the Hidden Room had given us two rewards.

A mana stone and the Champion’s Sword.

But there was one more reward—

The Hidden Room’s true prize.

‘What could it be?’

According to Erme, it was something worth looking forward to.

Even Theresa and Glasses looked eager.

Of course.

As we moved toward the Hidden Room’s reward, Rishiel crossed her arms and spoke.

Hidden Room rewards are special. 

Experience and mana stones—those are things you can get from a regular Labyrinth. 

But here, the boss itself is a reward, and on top of that, it grants a unique power.

‘A special power?’

Yes. 

For example, you might obtain one of the boss’s abilities, or you could receive a potion that permanently increases your stats.

‘There are potions that increase stats?’

That’s not all. 

Though extremely rare, some people have even gained Gifts.

‘I see.’

But… not everyone would get something.

Most likely, the reward would be split.

‘That’s going to be a headache to distribute.’

I lowered my expectations.

Last time, I got Whisper of the Wind, and because of that, I had basically become Erme’s kept man.

My food expenses, training fees, inn stay costs.

All of it came from Erme’s money.

‘Thinking about it like this… it’s kind of sad.’

She seemed to enjoy it.

But I wasn’t exactly into that kind of thing.

No.

To be completely honest…

‘I really am into it.’

But there wasn’t much to do in this world.

No dopamine rushes, nothing fun.

That’s probably why I kept myself busy with training.

If I ever got back to the modern world, I’d want to live that kind of life.

For now, I didn’t expect much.

I slowly approached the treasure chest.

If something valuable came out, I could sell it and reduce my debt a little.

‘Besides, we already got the Champion’s Sword.’

Maybe this time, I’d actually get my fair share.

Its grade was on par with Whisper of the Wind.

Take that back immediately…!

‘…Huh?’

Suddenly, Rishiel’s expression twisted in outrage.

She looked at me like I had just committed blasphemy.

Take that back immediately…!

A mere goblin’s sword being on the same level as an elven heirloom?!

Unforgivable!

…She’s losing her mind over this?

I shot Rishiel an annoyed glance.

‘Yeah, no. Not taking it back.’

Somehow, I felt like I had just been scammed into an argument I didn’t even start.

Ignoring her, we continued forward.

Erme, Theresa, and Glasses were already gathered in front of the treasure chest, their expressions filled with anticipation.

“I wonder what it’ll be? Hopefully, something our party can actually use.”

“As long as it’s not useless.”

At Glasses’ words, Theresa tilted her head.

Erme chuckled and replied.

“Well, Theresa, you prioritize money, so that makes sense. But don’t worry—we’ll split everything as fairly as possible.”

“Mm.”

“And we all know the rule, right?”

“Oh, the loot distribution rule?”

“Yeah, I know.”

“But just to be safe, I’ll go over it again.”

Erme cleared her throat before continuing.

“If an item can be used by a party member, that person has the right to claim it first.”

Hearing that, something felt off.

This Labyrinth had Scavengers—people who stole and betrayed others for loot.

A place filled with valuable treasures like this…

Could people really be trusted not to stab each other in the back?

There had to be tons of loot thieves.

‘…Ah. So that’s why the Adventurer’s Guild exists.’

The Guild’s real purpose wasn’t just about adventuring.

It was about evaluating people—filtering out those who were serious long-term explorers from those who were just out for quick riches.

That was the real reason behind its structure.

“Hopefully, we get something useful.”

“Agreed.”

I nodded at Glasses’ words.

At the very least, it’d be great if the loot was useful for Theresa, Erme, or Glasses.

‘Theresa mentioned she needs money, so she might just sell whatever she gets.’

The worst possible outcome?

Me getting an item.

Because unlike the others, I could gain Gifts through quests and other means.

“Well then, Yuseong, please open it.”

“…Shouldn’t you be the one opening it?”

“I have terrible luck. I always get garbage.”

“Same here.”

“Me too.”

Glasses and Theresa both raised their hands in agreement.

…Wasn’t this just them dumping responsibility on me?

‘Whatever, not like it matters.’

I was actually pretty lucky.

Maybe even luckier than anyone here.

Time to channel the power of the Pangyo Stock King.

I stepped up to the treasure chest.

For some reason, I started feeling a bit nervous.

‘Hopefully, it’s something good.’

Taking a deep breath, I opened the chest.

Inside.

A glass vial filled with a crimson liquid.

A second vial, containing a shimmering blue fluid.

And.

A single card.

“Oh! A Gift Card?”

Erme beamed as she stepped closer.

“And this crimson elixir is a Strength Elixir, while the blue one is a Mana Elixir. And this card… Hmm, it’s not a Gift Card—it’s a Skill Card.”

“A Skill?”

“What does it do?”

“Marcel might be interested in the Mana Elixir…”

“It’s a shield-creation skill. Pretty standard for a mage, but what do you guys think?”

“Mages rely on mana, so the blue elixir makes sense.”

“But the Strength Elixir… seems like all three of you are interested.”

“I’m fine.”

Since I already got Whisper of the Wind, it made sense to sit this one out.

‘Though… I am a little curious.’

I used Appraisal.

First, the Skill Card Erme was holding.

[Skill]

Shield Creation (C)

◇ Summons a floating shield in midair.

‘Doesn’t seem that useful.’

Something like this wouldn’t even block an attack from the Hobgoblin Champion.

Next, the elixirs.

[Item]

Strength Elixir

◇ Permanently increases Strength by +3.

Mana Elixir

◇ Permanently increases Mana by +3.

‘…Is raising stats that hard?’

Everyone was way too eager about it.

I didn’t see how it was worth getting that excited over.

And another thing.

What did these rewards have to do with the Hobgoblin Champion?

“Yuseong, what will you choose?”

“What?”

“Well, you contributed the most, so you have the first pick.”

First pick, huh?

I glanced over the options again.

But the Strength Elixir didn’t appeal to me.

Good instinct.

Rishiel suddenly spoke in my mind.

To wield a sword properly.

To use Darkmoon Blade effectively.

Agility was far more important than Strength.

You instinctively understood that.

‘That’s how it works?’

I wasn’t so sure.

I didn’t need instinct to figure something like that out.

But one thing was certain.

‘I can trust this.’

My S-rank Gift, Thief’s Pinnacle, analyzed subtle information and gave me precise conclusions.

So.

“I’ll take gold coins instead.”

It’d be a good chance to upgrade my gear—maybe get better armor or weapons.

“Understood.”

Erme nodded and returned to Glasses and Theresa.

After a brief discussion, she came back with the final distribution.

“I’ll take the Strength Elixir. Marcel gets Shield Creation and the Mana Elixir.”

“I took money.”

Theresa lazily raised her fingers in a V-sign, her expression blank.

“So, what’s next?”

“I’d like to stay here and explore the 1st Floor a bit more.”

Erme’s suggestion.

Probably because she had spent a lot of money during loot distribution.

“I’m fine with that.”

“Same here. Yuseong?”

“Fine with me.”

“Then it’s settled. We’ll rest here for today, and then hunt more goblins tomorrow.”

“Then… what about this?”

I pulled out the Champion’s Sword, showing it to the group.

“Should we just sell it? It doesn’t seem that great.”

“Really? It seemed similar to Whisper of the Wind to me.”

“Wait… are you telling me this was the best item we got?!”

“…Seriously?!”

Was Whisper of the Wind really that good?

As I said before, it’s a weapon with strong symbolic meaning.

Well, if a weapon had symbolic value, it changed things.

Even if two weapons had the same rank, their importance could be vastly different.

“So, what should we do with this one?”

“I have a blunt weapon Gift, so I can’t use a greatsword.”

Theresa raised both hands, immediately forfeiting.

“I already got the Mana Elixir and Shield Skillbook, so I’ll pass.”

That left only one person.

Erme.

“Well, since there are two swordsmen in this party, and this greatsword suits me better, I suppose I should take it—”

She cleared her throat awkwardly.

“I don’t care, just pay for it.”

“…It’s a bit tight on my budget, but I’ll manage.”

Her face brightened as she grabbed the Champion’s Sword.

After that, Marcel cast detection spells, alarms, and set up a makeshift tent.

The first night in the Labyrinth passed.

The 1st Floor, where goblins were the dominant enemy.

Was easier than I expected.

I could handle 10 goblins at once, and even beyond that.

‘We’ve gotten a lot stronger.’

With Theresa’s level-up, her strength skyrocketed.

I glanced at her.

A goblin wielding a shield stood in front of her.

Hup!

With a simple grunt, she swung her mace.

BOOOOM!!

The goblin was sent flying, shield and all.

Crushing another goblin behind it in the process.

“Wow, you’ve really gotten stronger.”

Erme commented casually.

She sounded indifferent.

But she wasn’t exactly in a position to talk.

With the Champion’s Sword and the Strength Elixir.

She was tearing through goblins even faster than before.

‘This is basically a massacre.’

As I thought that, I turned my gaze to the goblin glaring at me.

KIEEEEK!!

The goblin lunged.

I sliced it apart with the Blood-Soaked Dagger.

‘I must’ve killed around 100 by now.’

And maybe because of that.

The dagger in my hand seemed to radiate a more sinister energy than before.

It might’ve been my imagination.

But my body felt significantly lighter.

‘Oh?’

I immediately checked its item info.

[Item]

Blood-Soaked Dagger (B)

A dagger that grows stronger with every drop of blood it absorbs.

◇ Unlocks abilities every 100 kills.

◇ Can now use Blood Spirit Aura.

◇ Agility +3.

‘Blood Spirit Aura?’

Information surfaced in my mind.

It was a technique that gathered the blood of fallen enemies, condensing it into aura-like energy.

Similar to Whisper of the Wind’s pale blue wind, but with a darker, blood-infused essence.

‘I really want to test this out.’

As I was lost in thought, I suddenly felt their gazes.

Everyone was staring at me.

“…?”

“What do you think, Yuseong?”

Erme asked.

“We’re thinking of heading to the 2nd Floor soon.”

She had a point.

Right now, our party strength was overkill for the 1st Floor.

‘There’s no reason not to move up.’

The 2nd Floor wasn’t that different.

The only real changes were.

Goblins evolving into Hobgoblins.

The 2nd Floor boss being slightly more… unpleasant.


	



‘But that’s just about its appearance, not its difficulty.’

After defeating a Hobgoblin Champion, the 2nd Floor shouldn’t be a problem for us.

“I’m fine with it.”

“Yeah, our current strength is overkill for this floor.”

Glasses adjusted his glasses, nodding.

“Besides, Theresa and I came here specifically to reach the 2nd Floor.”

“…Normally, I wouldn’t say something like this.”

Theresa’s eyes flickered toward me and Erme.

“But you two are strong.”

“So, what’s the plan?”

Erme’s bright eyes locked onto mine.

‘The 2nd Floor, huh…’

She was clearly leading the conversation toward moving forward.

Which meant she already considered it safe.

“In fact, with our strength, we wouldn’t even be out of place on the 3rd Floor.”

“Yeah. We’re strong.”


Marcel and Theresa agreed.

I nodded.

And so.

We began heading toward the path leading to the 2nd Floor.



 
  
    Chapter 20: Second Floor – 2


The floors of the labyrinth—much about them remains unknown.

However, it has been confirmed that up to the 25th floor has been unlocked.

Information built upon the countless corpses of adventurers.

No one knows what kind of monsters appear beyond the 20th floor.

But conversely, that means every monster up until then is fully documented.

Though, the Adventurer’s Guild strictly controls that information.

Because the monsters are either too dangerous or too rare.

Even so…

A thousand years have passed since the labyrinth first appeared, and most of its secrets have been unraveled.

The second floor is the nest of Hobgoblins.

And they are not the only ones here.

Rustle. Rustle.

A subtle presence could be felt from all directions.

The distance was far—roughly 300 meters away.

‘Something feels… off.’

Hobgoblin Champion.

Something changed when I killed that thing.

Changed?

Rishiel reacted to my thoughts.

How did it change?

‘I can sense presences more clearly now.’

Presences?

‘Yeah, something strange lurking around here.’

Rather than strange, it was probably just something I wasn’t used to.

Most of the creatures on this floor were Hobgoblins.

However, sometimes monsters from lower floors would climb up and mix in.

And this presence…

‘A spider.’

Arachne.

A flesh-eating, man-eating spider.

It was heading this way.

‘If something is mounted on top…’

Hobgoblin Rider.

But there was something odd.

‘Why is it called a Hobgoblin Rider when it’s riding an Arachne?’

That curiosity could wait—I needed to warn the others about the incoming enemies.

“Three approaching.”

“Already…?”

“What are they?”

“Hobgoblin Riders.”

“Ugh.”

At my words, Glasses grimaced slightly. 

Understandable. 

Even for someone like me who could sense presences, this felt strange.

Arachne.

The English word for spider.

In the distance, Hobgoblins mounted on massive spiders began to come into view.

I drew my bow and took aim.

Screeech.

The bowstring stretched taut as I pulled it back. 

Marcel and Theresa watched the front with tense expressions.

Erme silently unsheathed her sword.

Was she already getting used to wielding the Champion’s sword?

A crimson glow flickered coldly along the blade.

“Speed enhancement, strength enhancement.”

As Marcel spoke, my body instantly felt lighter.

We waited for a brief moment.

“They’re here.”

Thud.

An arrow shot forward at high speed.

After obtaining the Swordmaster’s abilities, my skill with the bow had dulled slightly.

But maybe my instincts had already adapted.

The arrow streaked through the air—straight toward the Arachne’s eye.

Thwack!

Kieeeek!

The arrow buried itself deep into the spider’s eye.

The Hobgoblin on its back tumbled off, crashing to the ground.



As I nocked another arrow, I carefully observed Theresa and Erme.

Perhaps because she had just leveled up, Theresa seemed eager to move.

“Hup!”

She casually struck the Arachne’s head.

But the result was anything but casual.

“Kiek?”

The Hobgoblin was sent flying—Arachne and all.

Erme raised the Champion’s sword. A vivid crimson heat shimmered along the blade.

Then—

Slash.

Both the Arachne and the Hobgoblin were cleaved apart simultaneously.

Meanwhile, I—

Thunk.

Shot an arrow, killing another Arachne.

“Kieeek…!”

Then, stepping forward, I slit a Hobgoblin’s throat with the Blood-Soaked Dagger.

‘This feels way too different.’

If I had to fight a Hobgoblin Champion alone, I wouldn’t even stand a chance.

‘But these guys are way too easy?’

—That’s only natural.

Rishiel’s voice rang out in my mind.

—A Champion is second only to a species’ Lord. They are entirely different from ordinary monsters.

‘Different how?’

—Well, they are… No, I can’t say. This is information you’re not permitted to know.

‘What kind of nonsense is that?’

There are two things that can really piss someone off—
And Rishiel just used both at the same time.

I turned to look at her.

She had firmly shut her mouth.

“…Really?”

‘So even if I ask, she’s not going to tell me, huh.’

I stared at her with a hollow expression before sighing internally.

‘If I’m not allowed to know…’

That means just knowing it could put me in danger.

Maybe it’s better not to find out.

Step. Step.

As I sorted through my thoughts, Erme approached me.

“How was the battle just now?”

“You did well.”

As I nocked another arrow, I carefully observed Theresa and Erme.

Perhaps because she had just leveled up, Theresa seemed eager to move.

“Hup!”

She casually struck the Arachne’s head.

But the result was anything but casual.

“Kiek?”

The Hobgoblin was sent flying—Arachne and all.

Erme raised the Champion’s sword. 

A vivid crimson heat shimmered along the blade.

Then.

Slash.

Both the Arachne and the Hobgoblin were cleaved apart simultaneously.

Meanwhile, I.

Thunk.

Shot an arrow, killing another Arachne.

“Kieeek…!”

Then, stepping forward, I slit a Hobgoblin’s throat with the Blood-Soaked Dagger.

‘This feels way too different.’

If I had to fight a Hobgoblin Champion alone, I wouldn’t even stand a chance.

‘But these guys are way too easy?’

That’s only natural.

Rishiel’s voice rang out in my mind.

A Champion is second only to a species’ Lord. 

They are entirely different from ordinary monsters.

‘Different how?’

Well, they are… 

No, I can’t say. 

This is information you’re not permitted to know.

‘What kind of nonsense is that?’

There are two things that can really piss someone off.

And Rishiel just used both at the same time.

I turned to look at her.

She had firmly shut her mouth.

“…Really?”

‘So even if I ask, she’s not going to tell me, huh.’

I stared at her with a hollow expression before sighing internally.

‘If I’m not allowed to know…’

That means just knowing it could put me in danger.

Maybe it’s better not to find out.

Step. Step.

As I sorted through my thoughts, Erme approached me.

“How was the battle just now?”

“You did well.”

“You won’t be able to fight like that for long. The Champion’s sword… its mana consumption isn’t very efficient.”

That much was clear.

Even though Whisper of the Wind didn’t have a high activation rate, I could still use it to some extent.

But the Champion’s sword? Just wielding it for a short moment had drained all of Erme’s mana.

‘Even considering she used Dark Moon right before that…’

That was excessive.

“So, I was thinking—can we take things a bit slower from now on?”

“Yeah, I’ll control my strength too.”

Theresa, standing beside us, mumbled with a blank look.

“What’s wrong? Tired?”

“…I got a new skill after leveling up, but using it is exhausting.”

“Well… skills do consume mana. So in the end, the most efficient fighter here was probably Yuseong.”

All I did was shoot arrows from a distance and strike with my sword.

As I retrieved the arrow lodged in the Arachne’s eye, I thought to myself.

‘Still, the second floor isn’t too bad.’

Maybe we could start directly from the second floor next time.

With that thought, our party moved forward.

Kieeeeeek!

An Arachne screeched from a distance, spitting silk toward us.

‘At least it’s not venomous.’

I lowered my body and dodged effortlessly, locking eyes with the grotesque, multi-eyed spider.

These things were the dominant monsters of the next floor.

‘Yeah… I really don’t want to go there.’

But I had no choice.

Steeling myself, I swung my sword.

Slash!

Half of the Arachne’s right legs were severed.

Kieeeek!

The red-eyed Goblin riding on top targeted me.

From my Hidden Space, I drew the Blood-Soaked Dagger and struck, killing it instantly.

“Huff… Huff…”

I took a sip of water and glanced to the side.

Theresa and Erme were taking deep breaths, catching their breath.

‘There are way more of them now.’

This was nothing like when we had first arrived on the second floor.

Now, they were coming in groups of five or six at a time, giving us no chance to rest.

“This is nothing like what I heard.”

“There are probably two possible reasons for this. Either something happened to the floor, causing the monsters to act wildly—”

Or.

‘Someone is deliberately driving them toward us?’

I smirked slightly.

I think so too.

Rishiel appeared beside me, nodding.

Compared to monsters that simply drop standard mana stones, humans carrying rare artifacts are a much more valuable target.

‘Makes sense.’

I glanced to the side with cold eyes.

Maybe Erme had the same thought.

“What should we do?”

“We could try attacking while staying hidden.”

“Not a great idea. Forcing monsters toward a target… That’s usually something high-level adventurers do. It’s a real hassle.”

Which meant that whoever was pulling this off had to be at least Level 3.

‘If that’s the case, then isn’t this still manageable?’

That was my thought. But my party didn’t seem to agree.

“My apologies.”

Glasses stepped back, adjusting his position.

Theresa tilted her head in confusion.

“Huh? For what?”

“…It seems I’ve helped you all improve too much. My outstanding skills and magical tools must have made it clear—I’m an exceptional mage.”

This was impossible.

That was my first thought the moment I received the order.

On the very first day at The Cradle.

I had seen Han Yuseong’s Fatal Allure in action—felt the overwhelming pressure of his presence firsthand.

I had no desire to earn that monster’s wrath.

But defying the clan’s orders meant only one thing—death.

If Han Yuseong killed me, that would be the end of it.

But disobeying the clan? 

That could put my comrades and even my family in danger.

Still, I had some faith in our plan.

[Goblin Lure.]

Useless against anything stronger than a Hobgoblin, only somewhat effective on the lower floors.

And yet, simply possessing this item was enough for the Adventurer’s Guild to throw you in prison—or make you disappear entirely.

That’s how dangerous it was.

Most didn’t even know how to make it.

Luckily, Damon did.

‘Those things… they’re monsters.’

Hobgoblins were being slaughtered.

Even the Hobgoblin Riders mounted on Arachne were taken down in an instant.

“…Aren’t we in danger?”

“They’ve probably already noticed us.”

Their movements weren’t aggressive.

Maybe they mistook us for high-level adventurers.

Fortunately, they hadn’t fully realized the truth—yet.

‘We need to retreat.’

We had to rethink our strategy.

Even if all of us attacked at once, we’d be lucky to take down just one of them.

“For now, we fall back.”

All eyes turned to Damon as he spoke.

“We miscalculated their strength. If those monsters are that strong, then our leader needs to step in.”

“Y-yeah, Damon’s right.”

“Then, let’s stop the pursuit and—”

The woman, who had been smiling brightly at the suggestion of retreat, never finished her sentence.

Thud.

An arrowhead pierced straight through her skull.

“…Huh?”

“W-what? An ambush—!”

Panic set in.

Everyone scattered, fleeing in different directions.

Damon was no exception.

But unlike the others, his reaction was different.

‘This is…’

It was the bow Han Yuseong had used.

That monster had set his sights on them.

The realization nearly sent his mind spiraling into chaos.

Desperately trying to hold himself together—

Thud.

Thud, thud.

“S-someone… save me…!”

One by one, his teammates collapsed.

With every arrow fired, another life was crushed.

And soon, he knew—he would be next.

“S-save me…!”

That was the last thing Damon heard.

Thud.

With that, he lost consciousness.

“What’s with this guy?”

I stared at the one who seemed to be their leader.

‘That was a paralysis arrow.’

I had aimed for his thigh, intending to take him alive.

I missed slightly, hitting his leg instead—but that shouldn’t have been enough to knock him out.

Just as that thought crossed my mind, a blue notification appeared before my eyes.

[Sub Quest Completed.]

‘Huh?’

A sub quest?

As I was processing that, another blue screen popped up.

[Sub Quest]

Chapter 2: Ally of Darkness.

You have engaged in battle with a hidden faction, and your relationship with them is now beyond repair.

“…Ah.”

I couldn’t help but sigh.

Back when I first met Erme and killed Han Ul, the sub quest had given me a choice.

To walk the Path of Light or the Path of Darkness.

‘But now…’

These guys must have been connected to that faction.

And since I had just wiped them out…

It seemed I had officially made an enemy of them.

[Sub Quest Completed.]


[You have chosen the Path of Light.]

[Eliminate the Hidden Faction!]

‘…What a pain.’

Seriously.



 
  
    Chapter 21: Second Floor – 3


After knocking out the one who seemed to be their leader, I signaled my comrades.

Not that the signal was anything elaborate—just shooting an arrow into a safe spot and attaching a note to it.

“Quite the brutal way to send a message.”

“But not a bad one. We have no idea what could happen once Yuseong leaves this place.”

“What kind of situation are you talking about?”

“For example, the Hobgoblins tossing you to the Arachne as food?”

“…Ah.”

Theresa nodded in agreement and handed me an arrow.

I examined the tip—it had worn down.

‘This is getting risky.’

The bow and arrows crafted by the Dwarven artisan were sturdy, but after so many battles, they were starting to show signs of wear.

‘This is why being an archer sucks.’

In a game, it wouldn’t be an issue, but in reality, there were all kinds of problems.

High-quality arrows were expensive.

A missed shot could lead to friendly fire.

Still, thinning out the enemy from a distance was a huge advantage, so I wasn’t about to stop using my bow anytime soon.

“So, what are we doing with these guys?”

“There are about three survivors.”

Aside from the leader, I had spared two others.

For a simple reason.

If their leader turned out to be blindly loyal to the underground organization, I’d have to kill him and interrogate someone else instead.

‘Hopefully, they just give up and start spilling information on their own.’

If not… silencing them afterward would be the safest option.

As I gazed at them coldly, one of them flinched.

Heh.

Noticing his reaction, Erme flashed a rather sinister smile.

“You did an excellent job, Yuseong.”

With that, she deliberately let her footsteps echo through the space.

Click, clack.

The man trembled violently.

“Thanks to you, we get to interrogate these guys now. So… what should we make them confess?”

Her voice was sweet, but her words dripped with menace.

“I have quite an interest in this field. I may not be on the level of the Execution Princess, but I’m fairly confident in my skills.”

She smiled sweetly—but there was nothing innocent about it.

Theresa and Glasses had already backed far away.

“I’m quite confident when it comes to interrogating scum like this.”

Erme spoke with a bright smile, her words unusually ruthless.

‘Do Sword Hero Candidates even learn this kind of thing…?’

It was terrifying.

I reaffirmed my decision not to become a Hero Candidate.

“Alright then, keep watch, everyone. Even if they start begging for death, don’t actually kill them—unless absolutely necessary.”

Fortunately, we didn’t run into any passersby during the process.

I moved a bit away from Erme and the others, my mind shifting to something else.

The Sub Quest Reward.

What could it be?

Hopefully, it was something useful.

So far, every reward I had received had been practical.

‘No, not just practical.’

Judging by how others reacted, some of them might have been too good for me.

More than anything…

“An S-class Gift is rare even across the entire continent. Even A-class or B-class makes someone an elite.”

That was something a certain lore-obsessed guy had once said.

It wasn’t much different from what Erme had told me, or what Rishiel had implied when she called me a promising talent.

‘But there are a few things that bother me.’

The Main Quests and Encounter Quests felt like they were preparing me for something in the future.

And some rewards seemed directly influenced by my actions.

If that pattern held…

‘Then this time…’

With anticipation, I finalized the Sub Quest completion.

[Sub Quest Completed.]

[As a reward, you have obtained the Gift: Sharpshooter (B) and the Skill: Charging Shot (B).]

[New Skill Category: Archery Unlocked.]

[Gift: Sharpshooter (B)]

You can use archery with expert-level precision.

Enhanced vision, hearing, and agility.

Skill boost: Archery (Lv 3).

[Skill: Charging Shot (B)]

Gather mana to unleash a powerful shot.

As soon as I closed my eyes, information flooded my mind.

Just like when I first learned swordsmanship, my weaknesses as an archer were quickly filling in.

You there?

Rishiel called out to me.

But I was too immersed to hear her.

I melted into the darkness.

No, rather—it felt like the darkness was wrapping around me, embracing me gently.

‘Let’s see…’

I quietly drew my bow, vanishing into the shadows.

Unlike before, my movements were completely silent.

Nothing had really changed.

I was simply applying Thief’s Pinnacle (S) to enhance my accuracy.

But this time.

‘Let’s be stealthy.’

I silenced my presence.

I silenced the sound of my bowstring.

All traces of my movements disappeared, swallowed by the darkness.

It was just a slight adjustment in technique.

And yet, the sound itself was consumed by the shadows.

Even if someone knew how this worked, they wouldn’t be able to replicate it without Thief’s Pinnacle.

They could understand it as information—but they could never reach the same mastery.

‘This is ridiculous…’

My eyes gleamed as I focused on a distant point.

A distance where I shouldn’t be able to see.

500 meters away, a group of Hobgoblins came into view.

Hoo…

I took a deep breath and concentrated.

Charging Shot.

As I activated the skill, I felt power condensing at the tip of my arrow.

At the same time.

Something within me drained away.

A stillness settled over me.

An extreme level of focus and dexterity suppressed any recoil and amplified my accuracy.

I compressed the energy of Charging Shot to its absolute limit.

And then.

Fwip.

I released my fingers.

The arrow vanished.

No.

It moved so fast that even with my Sharpshooter-enhanced vision, I lost track of it.

A streak of blue light shot forward, faster than even I could perceive.

BOOOOOOOM!!!

A massive explosion obliterated the entire Hobgoblin horde.

‘Wow.’

This felt less like firing an arrow and more like launching a bomb from long range.

And yet, its effective range exceeded 500 meters.

‘But the cost is pretty steep.’

My mana had drained even more than when I used Dark Moon.

On top of that, I couldn’t retrieve my arrow.

‘Well, considering the sheer power…’

That was hardly a loss worth complaining about.

However, there was one problem.

Theresa, Glasses, and Erme were rushing toward me, looking completely panicked.

They had clearly jumped to some unnecessary conclusions.

‘How the hell do I explain this?’

Should I just say I was testing a new Gift and Skill and somehow… this happened?

Y-you… That… What was that?!

‘Just something new I tried. What do you think?’

What do I think…?

Rishiel stared at me, speechless.

This power is absurd. It’s something a Level 3 mage would be capable of…

‘A Level 3 mage?’

I was still a Level 1 Thief.

And yet, I had just pulled this off?

‘I get that it’s impressive…’

But I had no real frame of reference for just how impressive it was.

“Yuseong! Yuseong!”

Erme called my name in a frantic voice.

She was right in front of me and still couldn’t see me.

‘Is it because she’s flustered?’

I unveiled myself from the shadows.

The sensation was… strange.

Like I had truly become part of the darkness.

“Yuseong, where are y—KYAAA!”

“What’s with the overreaction?”

As Erme stumbled in shock, I caught her by the waist.

Now, we were face to face.

Her cheeks flushed red as she stared at me.

“I-I mean… w-we’re not at that stage yet, so maybe… take it a little slower…”

“…?”

What the hell was she talking about?

I helped Erme back up and brushed off my clothes.

“H-huh?”

“So, did you finish interrogating them?”

“Y-yes, for the most part… but just now… um, what was that?”

“What?”

“You… grabbed me.”

“I was just stopping you from falling.”

“…I wouldn’t have fallen that easily.”

Honestly, it felt more like I had caused her to stumble.

She had been trying to regain her balance, after all.

‘I was just trying to maintain my dignity as the leader…’

But somehow, this just made things feel even more awkward.

By then, Theresa and Glasses had caught up to us.

“You okay?”

Theresa asked with a blank expression.

But the slight arch of her eyebrow told me she was genuinely concerned.

“Step back, Han Yuseong.”

“…Don’t talk behind me, Glasses.”

“Protect me well. In return, I shall protect all of you—with the power of this shield I obtained yesterday—!”

“…That’s not the issue here. A blast that big… That’s on the level of a high-ranking Elementalist.”

“…About that explosion… I was the one who did it.”

“Yeah! Even you should be worried about something that massive—…Wait, what?”

Erme blinked at me in disbelief.

“…Yuseong, are you serious?”

“…Yeah.”

“…I see. So it was probably a Flash.”

Glasses muttered to himself.

Flash?

What the hell was that?

“Sometimes, when someone refines a new skill or elevates an existing ability into a full-fledged skill, we call it a Flash.”

Erme answered my unspoken question.

So that’s what it was.

“Well, this is reassuring. The only thing our party was lacking was burst firepower.”

Glasses seemed genuinely pleased.

Normally, if someone other than a mage showed this level of firepower, they’d get some strange looks.

‘Ah, right—Glasses is a Support Mage.’

A support mage who could boost an entire party’s combat prowess by several levels wouldn’t be as reliant on an Elementalist.

Thinking about it that way, this wasn’t bad at all.

“Then, should we head out? Normally, we’d hunt for a few more days, but thanks to the ones Yuseong captured, we’ve gotten quite a lot.”

“Oh?”

“Yes, this should earn us several gold coins.”

Erme smiled smugly, looking quite satisfied.

And with that, we left the labyrinth.

Fortunately, there were no incidents on our way out.

Before we knew it, we had stepped outside.

We had only been in the labyrinth for two days, yet it had been exhausting.

“Well, our schedule was a bit extreme. Most clans only enter two or three times a week.”

“We went in twice… I’m done.”

Theresa pouted, her shoulders slumping.

I felt the same.

Pulling my hood up, I sank into thought.

‘Still, we made a lot of money.’

Damon, was it?

We looted his group completely.

On top of that, we had also taken down a significant number of Hobgoblins.

‘I should be able to get a decent payout.’

Unfortunately, the Hobgoblin Champion’s spoils had been divided among the party, so I wouldn’t be getting too much from that.

‘Well, I still have Whisper of the Wind, so I can let that slide.’

Surprisingly, I wasn’t in a bad mood.

Maybe it was because I had gained so much from this run.

But as I looked at the massive crowd of people exiting the labyrinth, my stomach churned.

‘I still don’t like crowded places.’

I looked around, searching for Erme.

She was standing in line near the guild’s reception desk.

I walked over to her.

“W-what?!”

Why was she looking so startled?

I wasn’t sure, but I got straight to the point.

“Is it okay if I head in first?”

“…I’ve been wondering—what would you do if I cheated you on the payout?”

Glasses and Theresa both nodded in agreement.

Theresa, looking like she was imparting some great wisdom, began lecturing me.

“Yuseong, money is something you should even be cautious about with family.”

“It’s fine. I trust Erme more.”

“…Huh?”

Erme’s expression went blank—like she had just been smacked awake from a deep sleep.

Honestly, if she really wanted to scam me, there wasn’t much I could do about it.

I didn’t think she would, but if she did.

‘Then that’s the end of it.’

That was all there was to it.

Theresa’s gaze lingered on me.

A guy with zero trust in his family.

She recalled that Erme and I hadn’t known each other for long.

And yet, we seemed to hold each other in high regard.

‘…I see.’


Theresa watched my back with sad eyes.

With my hood pulled low, my figure looked smaller than usual today.

‘Yuseong… is an orphan, isn’t he?’

She looked at me with quiet sympathy.



 
  
    Chapter 22: Saintess Candidate – 1


“The brat’s back.”

Volcan chuckled as he waited for me.

Was this old man really the Sword King?

Could someone of his caliber really afford to be this free all the time?

He is the Sword King.

Rishiel nodded in confirmation at my thoughts.

Did I not tell you before? 

The title of Swordmaster is only granted to those who receive the rare Gift and then refine it through relentless effort and dedication. 

That man is one of humanity’s greatest warriors.

…Was humanity really going to be okay?

The thought of Volcan being our last line of defense was a little unsettling.

As I pondered this, the old man handed me a black pouch.

“What’s this?”

“Did I not tell you? I had a gift for you when you returned from the labyrinth.”

Oh, right.

He had said something like that.

But I hadn’t taken him seriously.

‘I thought he was just messing with me.’

Turns out, he was serious.

I’d expected some kind of prank, but instead, he was actually giving me something.

…That was kind of touching.

A gift, huh.

What could it be?

I reached for the pouch.

Volcan grinned and let it go.

Thunk.

“…?”

What the.

Why was this thing so heavy?

For a moment, I nearly lost my balance.

Sure, I was a bit tired, but.

‘No, seriously, what the hell is this?’

This weight was no joke.

It had to be at least as heavy as me.

Thief’s Pinnacle.

With Thief’s Pinnacle, my hands instinctively measured the weight.

60 kilograms.

What kind of gift weighs this much?

Was it a subspace storage device? 

Armor? 

A weapon?

I looked at Volcan with suspicion, but he just grinned.

“You seem like the type who relies on raw talent in battle.”

Well, obviously.

I had only been here for a week.

I hadn’t received any formal training at all.

So, naturally.

“That’s why I brought you something that’ll help build a proper foundation.”

“…So what is this?”

“They’re Iron Rings. The concept is simple—wear them on your limbs and go about your daily life. They’re meant for training, and I can make them even heavier if needed.”

Then, with a wink and a thumbs-up, he added,

“I made them just for you.”

…Expecting anything from him was a mistake.

Seriously.

Actually, since they were made entirely of metal, I wondered if I could sell them for a decent amount.

As I was considering that, Erme approached us.

“Haa… We collected so much loot this time that it’ll take until tomorrow to get a proper payout.”

“Oh? You guys really hauled in a lot, huh? Looks like you made quite a profit.”

“Hehe, even if you ask, it’s a secret.”

Erme responded playfully.

Given that we had gotten tangled up with some shady people, keeping things quiet was probably the right call.

But then.

“…?”

Erme was acting strange.

Normally, she’d smirk and make a joke about how things were playing out like a cliché.

But now.

‘Why is she blushing and acting shy?’

Did she eat something weird?

That was my first thought as I stared at Erme.

Then, Volcan looked between the two of us and smirked.

“Hoho… So that’s how it is.”

He had a sleazy grin on his face.

Yep. 

He was definitely thinking something weird.

‘Anyway… what’s going to happen now?’

I recalled the people who had ambushed us.

Naturally, we had killed all of them.

We couldn’t afford to leave survivors who knew about us.

Plus, Erme had insisted we make an example out of them—since they had targeted us first.

‘If we’re not careful, we might end up as their targets.’

I thought back to the Sub Quest.

A hidden faction operating in the shadows.

If that organization had truly started moving…

‘And the reward for all this is half the world?’

That was ridiculous.

At that point, wouldn’t they basically be the Demon King’s forces?

The Demon King…

I recalled the Main Quest of this game.

It was about heading to The Cradle.

Most likely, the game’s final objective was to defeat the Demon King.

‘…I’m supposed to take him down?’

The more I thought about the Demon King, the more hopeless it seemed.

I knew why I had ended up playing Arcadia RPG in the first place.

It was because a friend had recommended it to me.

And that’s why I knew.

‘I remember hearing him rant about the final boss sometimes.’

From everything I had heard…

Was that thing even meant to be beaten?

Complete immunity to physical and magical attacks, resistance to all elemental damage, and every time you got hit.

You lost at least half your HP.

“…?”

What the hell was that supposed to mean?

Volcan grinned after dropping that cryptic statement.

“For now, that’s all the information I’m allowed to share. If you want to know more—climb higher, brat.”

This old man really knew how to mess with people.

I gave him a deadpan look, but his expression turned serious.

“Brat, I know you’re talented, but there are some things in this world you’re better off not knowing.”

Things I’m better off not knowing…

Was this some kind of dark secret about humanity?

Was it really that dangerous just to know about it?

I scoffed.

Then, putting on my best clueless face, I blinked innocently and said,

“What do you mean? I didn’t hear anything.”

“You’re shameless.”

Volcan smirked at my blatant act.

“Well.”

I shrugged.

Survival meant knowing when to play dumb.

But still—information that could get me killed just by knowing it?

I glanced at Rishiel.

What is this nonsense?

The Demon King hasn’t appeared for a thousand years? 

But the World Tree…

Even Rishiel looked bewildered.

Judging by her reaction, there was a lot even she didn’t know.

…Well, it wasn’t my problem for now.

If the Demon King was relevant, it would be in the late game of this world.

Killing the Demon King can wait.

For now, my priority was staying alive.

I strapped Volcan’s gift onto my arms and legs.

Instantly, my body sagged under the weight.

‘This isn’t completely impossible…’

I had to grit my teeth with every step, but I could still move.

Just as I started adjusting.

“Oh? You’re still here?”

Glasses and Theresa waved as they approached.

“You don’t seem to be standing around out of hesitation… H-huh?! Sword King, sir!”

“Yeah, yeah, good to see you, Glasses.”

Volcan barely acknowledged Glasses’ greeting, waving it off absentmindedly.

Meanwhile, Theresa quietly approached me and spoke.

“Are you heading to the inn again today?”

“Yeah.”

“You’re not going to the orphanage?”

“…Why would I go there?”

“I thought you grew up in one.”

Her blue eyes sparkled slightly, a faint smile forming on her lips.

Her gaze—soft, almost damp—felt like it was asking me something.

Like she was silently hoping I’d ask her back.

“…Where are you going after this?”

“The orphanage.”

“And the inn?”

“I eat and sleep at the orphanage.”

“…Wait, didn’t you leave the orphanage?”

“They need extra hands, so I help out.”

…That made sense.

Even on Earth, orphanages struggled to function properly.

Let alone in a medieval-era world like this.

Of course they’d need help.

I turned to look at Theresa, wondering what she really meant by all this.

She wore a vacant expression as she asked,

“Wanna come with me?”

I set aside the why would I? part of my thoughts.

‘I guess I should check out the orphanage at some point.’

I studied her face.

She still had that unreadable look.

And then.

“…Are you an orphan too?”

She dropped the question, just like that.

…Was she trying to start a fight?

I was about to seriously consider it—until I realized Theresa’s expression was completely serious.

“Anyone who doesn’t trust their family is basically an orphan. Or… they were sold off at a young age.”

Glasses hurriedly cut in.

Well, he did spend a lot of time with her. He probably knew she had communication issues.

‘And despite that, Glasses still sticks around her…’

That meant whatever flaws she had were outweighed by something else.

Just like how I trusted Erme, she and Glasses must have had a dynamic that worked.

As if confirming his words, Theresa nodded.

‘The orphanage, huh…’

I had heard about it before.

Not that I ever wanted to.

That guy wouldn’t stop rambling about it, no matter how little I cared.

‘It’s probably not a great place.’

More accurately—the people connected to it were dangerous.

But still.

‘I’ll have to check it out eventually.’

Erme wanted a Saintess Candidate.

Now that we had enough firepower, she was looking for stability.

Glasses was doing his best, but…

‘I don’t know how much longer we can keep avoiding injuries.’

One mistake, and we’d be in serious trouble.

So prioritizing safety was the best move.

And orphanages in this world were typically run by nuns.

‘Meaning—it’s a good place to recruit a healer.’

It was about time we filled out our party.

When people think of a Saintess, a few common images come to mind.

A gentle smile. Exceptional holy power.

In our world, though, the term often referred to women wearing bizarrely revealing outfits, oscillating between sacred and indecent.

‘But that’s not normally the case.’

A Saintess is usually depicted as someone pure and devout—sometimes a bit naive, but ultimately kind-hearted.

So logically, anyone considered for the role should fit that mold.

…Please, no.

I really hoped the drunken woman in front of me wasn’t the Saintess Candidate.

Hic.

No, seriously.

I had been hoping for someone graceful, kind, and reliable.

Instead, the universe handed me this.

Maybe this was divine compensation for all my suffering?

Or maybe the gods just had a twisted sense of humor.

“…Who’s this handsome guy?”

She slurred, grinning lazily.

Before I could react, she leaned in.

Attempting to kiss me.

Smack.

I caught her face in my hand.

“Mmph! Mmmmphhh…!”

She started licking my palm.

I felt my last shred of sanity slipping away.

I wanted to bury my face in my hands and mourn my fate.

But.

My hand was now covered in her spit.

I had to endure it.

‘…This… thing…’

Was supposed to be a Saintess Candidate?

This world was utterly doomed.

*Ding.*

[Encounter Quest]

You have met a Saintess Candidate.


You must either capture her interest or make her lose interest in you.

Reward: ???

Failure Penalty: None.

…Are you kidding me?



 
  
    Chapter 23: Saintess Candidate – 2


Orphanages.

They never had a good reputation.

And for good reason.

They were dumping grounds for those abandoned by people who wanted to survive on their own.

But here, things were a little different.

Especially in The Cradle.

The orphanages within The Cradle were well-funded and well-maintained.

Because of Gifts.

These mysterious abilities, said to be granted by the heavens, determined one’s worth.

No one knew how or why they were bestowed.

But at the age of twelve, every child used a Gift Card to discover their potential.

If their Gift was valuable, they were taken away.

Those with knightly talent were sent to the Empire.

Aspiring mages were sent to the Magic Kingdom.

Thieves were absorbed into the Underworld.

Those with divine abilities were trained within the Church.

Craftsmen and artisans were usually recruited by the Adventurer’s Guild.

They didn’t call this place The Cradle for nothing.

If you had a decent Gift, you could become an Imperial Knight.

A powerful Mage.

A revered Priest.

And if you possessed holy power, you were immediately taken to the Church for training.

‘That’s why orphanages here aren’t completely miserable.’

There were benefactors who supported them.

Even former orphans would sometimes give back to the system.

Gifts were that valuable.

They didn’t follow bloodlines or noble heritage.

They were purely based on individual talent.

‘Some noble families do claim to have hereditary Gifts, using them to establish prestigious lineages…’

But I had yet to see one myself.

Either way.

Because of all this, orphanages here weren’t like the miserable ones from my past life.

‘Not that they’re completely free of corruption.’

There were still cruel orphanage directors.

But those types rarely lasted.

Because once their former orphans awakened powerful Gifts.

They came back for revenge.

Thanks to those who received Gifts, I had heard that the conditions here weren’t too bad.

“…Welcome.”

Erme and I followed Theresa.

For some reason, Glasses had also invited himself along.

“If you’re all moving together, it’s practically a party gathering. I might as well join.”

Not that this was supposed to be a party event.

Then again… maybe it was.

Because right now, we were here to recruit a healer.

Going back a bit.

Orphanages had people who stayed behind.

Some of them belonged to different clans or organizations.

But others remained to help run the place.

Usually, the Church left behind some people to provide charity or manage personnel.

‘That’s why we’re here.’

Holy power didn’t grow the same way as other abilities.

Knights and adventurers leveled up by exploring the labyrinth.

Through that process, they strengthened their bodies and enhanced their mana.

That was how knights and adventurers grew stronger.

Thieves? 

They honed their stealth and picked up various survival skills.

Mages? 

They spent more time studying magic theory, which is why they weren’t as common in the labyrinth.

But priests.

Even if they did all that, their divine power wouldn’t increase.

Instead, they had to undergo a completely different kind of hardship.

‘And a lot of them ended up falling into corruption.’

They were revered by everyone, but their trials were brutally difficult.

As a result, finding a normal priest was nearly impossible.

I remembered what Erme had said when discussing our recruitment.

She had warned that our best candidate was an alcoholic and a gold addict.

Theresa and Glasses had actually sighed in relief.

They said that for a priest, that was about as good as it gets.

‘…Just how bad are they normally?’

That was supposed to be a good thing?

A part of me was curious.

But I didn’t need to ask.

I was about to see for myself.

And then.

Hic.

A woman lay sprawled on the ground, completely wasted and unresponsive.

“…That’s our new party member for today.”

Erme spoke with a trembling voice.

Theresa stared blankly at the woman on the floor.

Glasses calmly removed his glasses, wiped them clean, put them back on, and then.

“Hm. Now that I’ve taken a second look, she seems fine.”

“…?”

What kind of job was being a priest?

“Don’t think about it, Yuseong.”

Glasses warned me before I could even ask.

“If a priest only cries and begs the church to let them stay instead of going into the labyrinth, they’re already considered one of the better ones.”

“…What?”

“In a party I was in before,” Marcel continued, adjusting his glasses, “our so-called ‘priest’ got executed for getting high on drugs and assaulting a noble.”

“…Another one was standing right next to me, but when things got tough in the labyrinth, he ran—and died.”

I was at a complete loss for words.

Was this just… normal for priests?

They were treated like nobles, practically worshipped by society, and yet they were this messed up?

‘Aren’t priests usually known for their devotion?’

Something wasn’t adding up.

“Well, there are some decent ones, but their reputation is generally terrible.”

Erme admitted, her tone slightly evasive.

“Divine power varies by deity, and priests tend to inherit their god’s temperament, too.”

That sounded reasonable… but it still felt off.

Who is that woman?

Rishiel’s voice rang in my head as she eyed Erme suspiciously.

I found her strange before, but… those aren’t things ordinary adventurers should know.

‘She’s a Sword Hero Candidate.’

Even so, something isn’t right. 

You should be careful, Yuseong. 

That girl is hiding far too much.

‘…Yeah, I figured.’

I agreed halfheartedly as I turned my attention back to the drunken priestess.

Black hair. 

Golden eyes.

She looked at the bottle in her hand with the kind of gaze most people reserved for their first love.

…Something felt off.

It wasn’t just that she loved alcohol.

It felt like she was pretending to love alcohol.

Like it was an act.

‘…Maybe I’m overthinking this.’

I had to be exhausted.

Two labyrinth runs, training the next day, and another dungeon dive right after…

My body was completely worn out.

‘No, it’s not just a feeling—’

It was definitely because of these damn iron rings Volcan had strapped to my limbs.


As I analyzed her, she suddenly latched onto Theresa.

“Oooh~ You smell nice. Hehehe.”

“Get lost.”

Theresa scowled and shoved her away.

The priestess staggered for a moment—then collapsed completely.

“…Snore.”

“…Isn’t this a bit dangerous?”

Glasses finally spoke up.

“Mmm… Oh, it’s Glasses.”

“I am not Glasses. I am Marcel.”

“…Glasses… Mmm…”

“…Fine. My name is Glasses now.”

His voice was already drained of all hope.

“…I mean, she’s better than the ones who do drugs, I guess… but honestly, wouldn’t that almost be better than this?”

“Drugs take longer to recover from, but alcohol? Alcohol heals you. That’s why she’s actually pretty reliable in the labyrinth.”

At Erme’s explanation, Glasses grimaced but backed off.

She was the party leader, after all, and her insights were usually on point.

“Hm? Hey, now that I’m getting a good look at you… Glasses, you’re actually kinda handsome~.”

“They say drunk women lower their standards. I guess it’s true.”

Erme shot back without missing a beat.

Marcel immediately bristled.

“I’ll have you know, I am decently good-looking.”

“I didn’t say you weren’t. But, well… he’s over there…”

“…Yeah, Yuseong’s the weird one here.”

“…?”

What the hell did I do?

Though, to be fair.

Even I was sometimes surprised by how good-looking I was.

The reason was simple.

I had spent hours fine-tuning my character customization.

“Heh. So, you guys are here to recruit me, huh?”

With a smirk, the priestess threw an arm around my shoulders, reeking of alcohol.

I instantly scowled.

Because she reeked of alcohol.

“What’s with that face? You frowning because of the smell? You know, guys who don’t drink aren’t popular.”

“You wouldn’t know.”

Erme shot back.

Then immediately looked like she regretted it.

…What was that about?

‘Wait… is she actually being protective of me?’

Interesting.

She cared more about her party than I thought.

“Let’s introduce ourselves properly. I’m Erme, and the guy you’re leaning on is Han Yuseong. And you are…?”

“The name’s Rozanté.”

She hiccupped and waved lazily.

“…Just call me Rozanté. Too much effort otherwise.”

Then, with a sigh.

She collapsed onto me.

“Well, I get it. A soft little fledgling like you wouldn’t understand the taste of alcohol yet. Hic.”

Rozanté spoke as she poured herself another drink.

And then—one-shot.

Hic.

She hiccupped again and stared at me with unfocused eyes.

“…Why is there a handsome guy in front of me?”

Her expression twisted into a drunken smirk.

“Hehe… Is this a gift from the gods for all my suffering? Hm, sharp features aren’t really my type, but…”

She started approaching me with a very dangerous look.

And then.

She leaned in, clearly intending to kiss me.

Smack.

I grabbed her face and stopped her.

“Mmph! Mmmphh…!”

Then, like before.

She started licking my palm.

I felt my soul leave my body.

I wanted nothing more than to bury my face in my hands.

But I couldn’t.

Because her spit was all over them.

‘…I give up.’

Recruiting a priest was proving way harder than expected.

Maybe if we climbed higher in rank, we’d find one who was actually competent.

Even Erme had hinted that somewhere out there, proper priests existed.

They were rare, but if we kept going, we’d probably find one eventually.

Just as I was about to say we should look elsewhere.

Ding.

‘…No. Don’t do this to me.’

A blue system window popped up in front of me.

[Encounter Quest]

You have met a Saintess Candidate.

You must either capture her interest or make her lose interest in you.

Reward: ???

Failure Penalty: None.

…Seriously, stop.

I resisted the urge to glare at the blue system window.

But the message was clear—Rozanté was important.

“Mmph! Puhah! Our little pretty boy~ You’re already clinging to me too much~.”

…Who’s clinging to who?

I wished she wouldn’t rewrite history like this.

“Hehe, so you do like me! Well then, how about you and I—”

“Uweeeh—!”

Midway through her drunken flirting, Rozanté suddenly doubled over.

And vomited.

Luckily, I had already taken a step back, sensing something very wrong.

‘She’s really something else.’

Our first meeting was somehow worse than I had imagined.

She was a complete disaster.

And yet.

Theresa and Glasses simply nodded, as if this was all fine.

“At least Yuseong seems capable of handling her.”

“Well, I’m all for it. Having a priest in the party is like having two extra lives.”

…Had we ever really been in danger, though?

I thought back to our most dangerous encounters.

First—Rishiel.

Then—The Hobgoblin Champion.

That was about it.

Still, if we wanted to climb higher as adventurers, recruiting Rozanté was necessary.

“So, what now?”

“I’m staying at the orphanage tonight.”

“That’s fine for you, Theresa.”

“Hmm…”

Glasses gave Erme a strange look—then smirked and casually gave her a thumbs-up.

“I’ll sit this one out. I’m a very perceptive support mage, after all.”

…What was that supposed to mean?

As he walked off, Erme beamed.

Looked like he had very perceptively decided to skip out on the hassle of recruiting a priest.

It did seem like a pain, after all.

“So, is there a place to stay around here?”

“There are rooms for sponsors who visit the orphanage,” Erme explained.

“Oh?”

“They’re overpriced and nowhere near reasonable, but still.”

I glanced around.

It looked like we’d have to carry Rozanté back.

‘…But carrying her on my shoulder?’

Not a chance.

She still had vomit on the corner of her mouth.

Glasses had cast a cleaning spell before leaving, but I still felt gross about it.

Thankfully, my bag had some spare cloth.

I used it to cover the back of her head.

Then lifted one of her legs.

“Yuseong?”

“Let’s go.”

Dragging Rozanté behind me, I headed toward the orphanage.

But there was one unexpected obstacle waiting for us.

“Hello there.”

The moment we arrived.

It wasn’t a priest, a nun, or an orphan who greeted us.

It was her.

A woman with a chilling smile.

Her hair wasn’t just red—it was the color of spilled blood.

Lucia Filihart.

The Villainess.

The one the system itself had labeled as such.

And she was standing right in front of us.

“…Why are you here?”

“Oh, it’s a little hobby of mine.”

She spoke lightly, but her eyes locked onto me.

Her gaze felt sticky.

Like obsession.

Since when?

Maybe since I shattered that training dummy with Dark Moon.

And now.

I looked at her again.

Lucia.

Besides Volcan, she was the strongest person I knew.

And still.

I saw nothing.

Normally, when I fought, I could see blue lines—indicators of whether I could cut my opponent down or not.

A Swordmaster’s Vision.

But against Lucia, I saw nothing.

‘She’s dangerous.’

The Execution Princess.

That title wasn’t given lightly.

And if she was looking at me like that…

She wants to recruit me into her faction.

Her obsession was definitely a factor.

And I was the unfortunate one holding the object of that obsession.

Lucia’s Obsession.

I had stolen it.

“Why is the Execution Princess, Lucia, here?”

“Oh, I just have a few connections. Starting from the nearby city of Reglac, for example.”

Lucia smiled sweetly.

“…I was the one who made connections in Reglac first.”

“Oh, you met him on the way here? Then I suppose I met him first.”

“If you ‘met’ him, then why do you two look so awkward? It’s like one of you is being threatened.”

“That couldn’t be the case.”

Lucia let out a soft, sultry hum as she turned her gaze toward Erme.

They were sizing each other up.

“And judging by the situation… I assume you’re here to recruit a priest?”

Lucia gestured lazily—toward Rozanté.

Still lying where I had dragged her, covered with the cloth I’d used to keep her somewhat clean.

‘…She’s sleeping that well?’

I stared at her for a long moment.

And saw her twitch slightly.

She wasn’t asleep.

She was pretending.

“Though, I believe your priest is already awake.”

“…Heh. Hehehe… Oh, hey, Lucia. It’s been a while.”

Rozanté shot up and laughed awkwardly, quickly reaching out for a handshake.

…What the hell?

She could act like this?

While I was still processing the scene, Lucia returned the handshake with a charming smile.

“It’s been a while, Rozanté.”

I crossed my arms and studied Rozanté.

Wait a minute.

If Lucia knew her, wouldn’t that make recruiting her way easier?

For a second, I considered using Lucia to secure Rozanté’s place in the party.

Then shook my head.

No.

She’d demand a massive price in return.

Using her obsession as leverage was one thing.

But she’d see right through me.

And she’d entangle me in a way that would be as annoying as possible.

…Should I just give up on recruiting Rozanté?

At the very least, I’d left an impression by dragging her across the ground.


The system would probably reward me for that effort.

I’d just settle for whatever I got.

That was the best option.

For now.



 
  
    Chapter 24: Saintess Candidate – 3


The sun had set, and the moon had risen.

Whenever I looked up at the night sky, I was reminded that this world was not my own.

Not because there were two moons or anything like that.

But because the stars were clearer here.

On rare nights, I could even see the Milky Way.

A sight impossible in the modern world.

Sip.

I took a drink of water and sighed.

Rozanté—the Saintess Candidate.

Recruiting her would be ideal, but it might be too difficult.

‘Erme picked her, so she’s probably decent enough…’

But Lucia had gotten involved.

I still didn’t fully understand what Lucia thought of me.

Her gaze said she wanted me.

But at the same time.

‘It feels like she’s deliberately holding back.’

Was she raising me?

Letting me grow strong before pulling me into her faction?

If that were the case, maybe she’d let Rozanté join us.

But then.

‘I wouldn’t be able to trust Rozanté.’

And if I couldn’t trust my own party members with my life, what was the point?

Would it be better to threaten her instead?

…With what exactly?

Threatening a priest seemed ridiculous.

If she truly refused to fight, what could I even do?

These unnecessary thoughts were starting to pile up in my head.

At times like this, you should swing your sword.

Had she noticed my frustration?

Rishiel’s voice rang in my mind.

Swing my sword…?

Solving a headache with sword practice…

It was a ridiculous idea.

But what was even funnier.

Was that I agreed with it.

Maybe I was finally getting used to this world.

I nodded to myself and searched for a quiet spot.

Since the orphanage was full of children, the place fell silent at night.

Still—just in case.

I moved deeper inside before drawing my swords.

Dual wielding.

Most people dismissed it as impractical.

But.

‘It actually suits me pretty well.’

I swung my blades.

I wasn’t going to use anything ridiculous like Dark Moon.

Instead, my focus was simple.

“Rishiel.”

With my right hand, I manifested her sword.

It was light—ideal for offense.

If my right hand was for attacking, then my left hand had to be for defense.

Then, for my left sword.

‘It needs to be sharp.’

People often said a softer sword was better.

But I still didn’t fully understand what that meant.

So I swung freely.

‘Wait, no. I have a reference.’

I had watched someone closely.

Erme.

Her swordsmanship was solid.

Balanced.

Neither overly aggressive nor overly defensive.

A neutral style.

Which meant it didn’t excel in any particular way.

But it also had no weaknesses.

It was the perfect approach for someone using a single sword.

‘Can I make it more defensive?’

Theresa went for one powerful strike.

Rishiel and the elves? Their fighting style was basically a worse version of Dark Moon.

And the so-called Scavengers.

…They were just garbage.

Their “swordsmanship” had no regard for survival.

A real defensive style.

‘Reference materials.’

Before entering the labyrinth, I had studied books from the Adventurer’s Guild.

And among them.

“Volcan.”

His sword was heavy and unyielding.

Most blades would probably shatter upon clashing with his.

‘I watched him fight a few times.’

Could I replicate it?

Maybe.

Maybe not.

I wasn’t exactly an expert on swordsmanship.

But I did have my Gift—Swordmaster.

And my Skill—Swordsmanship.

‘I just need to mimic it.’

I envisioned Volcan’s sword.

It was overwhelming.

Fierce.

Fast.

But more than that.

‘He broke my rhythm.’

That was the hardest part about facing him.

Every time I found an opening to strike.

His sword would come crashing down, ruining my timing.

He had claimed he was testing my abilities.

But at the same time.

‘He was showing me his own techniques, too.’

Like he was daring me to steal from him.

And after I had copied Rishiel’s swordsmanship…

He had only become more obvious about it.

I closed my eyes.

I traced his sword—his movements—like sketching a picture in my mind.

Then, I adjusted it—refined it to fit me.

‘This is…’

Piece by piece, Volcan’s technique was reconstructed.

Of course, I couldn’t match his raw strength.

And my version still had gaps.

But even so.

*Ding.*

[Skill: Swordsmanship Level Up.]

“Haa…”

T-that sword technique… What are you…?

I swung again.

Is this what it feels like to forcefully create a genius?

In my past life, my body had never moved quite the way I wanted.

But now.

It moved on its own.

Volcan’s sword techniques melted seamlessly into my own.

I swung my swords over and over.

Until I was satisfied.

*Ding.*

[Skill: Swordsmanship Level Up.]

This was enough.

After finishing my practice, my mind felt clear.

‘I won’t get swept up in things.’

That was the conclusion I reached after all my thoughts.

The status window was tempting.

Lucia’s offer was tempting.

But letting myself get dragged along by them would only lead to trouble.

Up until now, everything had been forced on me.

And I had done nothing but adapt to the situation.

‘Recruit Rozanté if possible—but don’t accept help from Lucia or anyone else.’

That was my final decision.

Erme might have different thoughts, but…

I stored my swords in Hidden Space and stretched as I walked.

Then.

I sensed movement.

‘Kids from the orphanage?’

I kept my distance.

Unlike the others, I had no patience for children.

They were annoying to deal with.

But sneaking out at this hour?

That was different.

‘This is a hassle.’

I sighed and moved to chase them off.

But then.

Something felt off.

Their footsteps were too fast for children.

‘…Who is that?’

I increased my speed.

With Thief’s Pinnacle, my footsteps were nearly silent, and I could sprint through the shadows with ease.

And then.

I saw it.

A grown man was abducting a child.

‘Kidnapping?’

Why?

There was no reason to kidnap someone from the orphanage.

If a child had a good Gift, they would have been taken in for special training.

The ones left here were the ones deemed ordinary.

‘Then what’s the point?’

I melted into the shadows, keeping my eyes on the kidnapper.

‘What’s the best move here?’

I could kill him right now.

That was one option.

But something like this wouldn’t happen without a bigger force behind it.

As I considered my choices, I realized.

I wasn’t the only one following him.

A woman with sunset-colored hair and eyes.

Erme.

And.

‘…Rozanté?’

She looked completely different.

Gone was the drunken mess.

Now, she stood with absolute seriousness.

‘Was she faking it?’

Or was the situation urgent enough to snap her out of it?

Through the enhanced vision of Marksman, I analyzed the kidnapped child.

At a glance, nothing seemed special.

But there was… something.

‘This feeling…’

It was the same feeling I got from Erme.

A strange sense of kinship.

Which meant.

The kidnapped child might be a Hero Candidate.

‘So that’s what this is about.’

Someone was targeting Hero Candidates.

Then.

‘What kind of candidate is this one?’

Not a Saintess Candidate. Rozanté was already here.

That left Thief, Warrior, or Mage.

‘Interesting.’

If Erme and Rozanté were acting together, then this kidnapper must be a serious threat.

‘In that case… I’ll tail them.’

I melted further into the darkness.

Tracking was easy.

I only needed to memorize my target and follow them without being noticed.

With Thief’s Pinnacle and Marksman, this was effortless.

Then.

“Who’s there?!”

“Damn it! We’ve been spotted!”

Erme and Rozanté had alerted the enemy.

As soon as the alarm was raised.

More enemies rushed in from all sides.

‘They came prepared.’

None of them seemed too dangerous.

But Erme had to protect Rozanté.

Which made this a disadvantageous fight.

In that case.

‘I’ll just take out one and go.’

*Creak.*

From the darkness, I drew my bow.

And aimed directly at the most dangerous enemy.

A bald man covered in tattoos.

He practically screamed thug.

But.

‘He’s absurdly strong. If Erme were alone, this would be tough.’

And right now, she had to protect Rozanté.

That made him the biggest threat.

So.

Charging Shot.

This wasn’t the labyrinth.

We were in the middle of a city.

I didn’t need an explosion like last time.

What I wanted was precision.

Mana flowed out of me, pouring into the arrow.
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We were in the middle of a city.
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About 10% of my total reserve.

I drew the bowstring.

Sshhhiiik—!

The arrow vanished into the night.

Its trajectory—straight to his head.

Direct hit.

It pierced clean through his skull and buried itself in the ground.

‘That one’s not getting recovered.’

Then.

Thud!

The sound of his body collapsing.

Without missing a beat, I melted back into the shadows.

And resumed tailing the kidnapper.

“Tsk. That was annoying.”

“…Sorry.”

Rozanté lowered her head.

Erme almost sighed but held it in.

She scanned the area.

There was nothing.

‘Good. He’s gone.’

For a brief moment, her mask nearly cracked.

She was always careful with her words.

But the sudden call had caught her off guard.

‘Of all days, why today?’

Her plan had been to recruit Rozanté tomorrow.

But something had changed.

Still.

The situation hadn’t gotten completely out of control.

She glanced at Rozanté.

Black hair.

Golden eyes.

Unlike before, she was completely sober.

Of course.

She had been acting the whole time.

“…That shot just now—”

“That was our party’s Thief.”

Erme answered before Rozanté could even finish her question.0% of my total reserve.
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Her plan had been to recruit Rozanté tomorrow.

But something had changed.

Still.

The situation hadn’t gotten completely out of control.

She glanced at Rozanté.

Black hair.

Golden eyes.

Unlike before, she was completely sober.

Of course.

She had been acting the whole time.

“…That shot just now—”

“That was our party’s Thief.”

Erme answered before Rozanté could even finish her question.

The biggest threat had been eliminated in an instant.

His massive body had collapsed, and half of an arrow was still lodged in his skull.

‘…That was way too close.’

And at the same time.

A chill ran down Rozanté’s spine.

What if that arrow had been aimed at her?

‘…I wouldn’t have dodged it.’

She could have avoided a limb shot.

Maybe.

But not a headshot.

That arrow had been silent, precise, and absurdly powerful.

‘…It’s a good thing, then.’

That she had successfully pulled Han Yuseong into their side.

“So… what now?”

“Well”

Han Yuseong had assassinated one target and then immediately disappeared into the darkness.

Meaning.

He was tailing the kidnapper.

‘But we have no way to track him…’

Just as she was about to worry.

She noticed it.

A mark.

The same kind of mark she had seen in the labyrinth.

‘…How considerate of him.’

Erme smirked.

“Found it. Let’s go.”

“…H-huh? Go where?”

“Our party thief is tracking the kidnapper. We’re following him.”

Without hesitation, she led Rozanté toward the marked path.

And the further they went.

The stronger the unease became.

“…This is safe, right?”

“……”

Erme tensed.

Blood.

It covered the area.

And surrounding them.

Were bodies.

The slashing marks were wild—like a scene from a riot.

Even if this area was a slum…

This was far too dangerous.

With grim expressions, Erme and Rozanté stepped further inside.

And there.

They found Han Yuseong.

Standing silently amidst the carnage.

His expression.

Was one of exhaustion.

And at the end of his gaze.

‘That’s…’

A figure emerged.

[Sub Quest]

Path of Light.

Chapter 2: Shadows of Darkness.

You have uncovered the true nature of a hidden faction.

They are known to the public as the Rebellion.

You have also discovered that they were attempting to abduct a Hero Candidate for a twisted experiment.

Stop them.

The quest window appeared the moment I stepped inside.

And all around me.

Were bodies.

Blood soaked the floor.

Every single corpse had died with an expression of terror.

All of them had been murdered.

‘Poison?’

No.

Something was wrong.

The way they had died.

They had killed each other.

Someone had tried to cover it up with additional knife wounds.

But Thief’s Pinnacle revealed the truth.

‘…There’s something dangerous here.’

Honestly, with this level of skill, I could probably take him down.

But I hesitated.

I had left a mark for Erme and Rozanté.

Would they follow it?

‘It’d be better to deal with this together.’

As I weighed my options.

Be careful, Yuseong.

Rishiel’s voice rang in my mind.

I looked forward.

Step. Step.

A figure emerged from the shadows.

Dressed in an all-black assassin’s garb, stained with blood.

‘Yeah, this guy’s definitely not here for a friendly chat.’

I gripped my sword, ready to fight.

But.

He didn’t approach.

He simply watched me from a distance.

“…So you are the one who ruined everything.”

His voice was eerily calm.

“I thought Erme was interfering with our operations. But no… it was you.”

“…?”

I was apparently very misunderstood.

Just as I considered explaining.

“The one who ruined Sprout Cutting.”

“The one who bears our mark.”

“The one who stopped the elves’ operation.”

“The one who used the Scavengers to block others.”

“…All of that was you, wasn’t it?”

“…Wait, I did that much?”

Everything he listed.

I had touched in some way.

“…So you’re our greatest enemy.”

He smiled.

I had no idea what he was scheming.

But one thing was clear.


‘…This is unfair.’

Yuseong, what is he talking about? You really did ruin everything, didn’t you?

Rishiel’s dry response made me scowl.

Shut up.



 
  
    Chapter 25: Saintess Candidate – 4


Thud. Thud.

As I lunged forward, the masked man charged at me as well.

Unlike me, he wielded two daggers.

And strangely.

He looked like he was having fun.

‘People in secret organizations are always like this.’

They enjoy fighting.

That’s probably why they end up in underground groups.

Our blades clashed.

His daggers followed my swords, mirroring my movements.

We exchanged several blows before he suddenly leapt back.

Then, with a satisfied tone, he spoke.

“Heh. You really are a fitting enemy for our organization.”

I said nothing and simply raised both my swords.

At the sight, he laughed.

“…Do you know?”

He tilted his head.

“Most swordsmen hate dual wielding. Because most of them are ordinary.”

“…?”

“Two swords require high-speed thinking and an exceptional Gift. But even then, the results are mediocre.”

His voice carried a strange bitterness.

“Do you know why? Because only the greatest of geniuses can wield two swords properly.”

…Why did he sound like this was personal?

Beside me, Rishiel gave a nod of agreement.

He’s right. Dual wielding is something only those with exceptional instincts can handle.

But then, she added.

However… it’s also not that useful.

‘Why?’

You’re splitting your focus on two blades, and if you have the talent to do that, it’s more efficient to just master spearmanship.

‘Spearmanship is that strong?’

Obviously. It inherently dominates range, offense, and defense.

I listened to her words.

But kept swinging my swords.

There was still too much I didn’t know.

But I had no interest in switching to a spear.

‘I’ve come this far already.’

That wasn’t important right now.

What was important.

Was winning this fight.

*Clang! Clang! Clang!*

Our blades clashed again.

His sword was different from any I had faced before.

Fast.

Powerful.

Like a lightning strike.

He was quicker than me.

He was stronger than me.

As for everything else.

I wasn’t sure yet.

A dangerous opponent.

Rishiel made her assessment.

He’s about Level 3. 

But there’s no need to worry.

‘Why?’

Because you’re stronger.

She smirked.

Even in this situation, she found time to tease me.

I’d let it slide.

Because she was pretty.

*Boom! Boom! Boom!*

His swords pressured me.

Fast. 

Powerful. 

Relentless.

Thin cuts appeared on my face.

‘There’s a lot to learn from him.’

He didn’t swing his swords neatly.

His entire body was part of his fighting style.

‘He uses everything well.’

His arms and legs never stopped moving.

An unpredictable, aggressive rhythm.

One moment, he’d slash from the front.

The next, he’d duck low, leap into a kick, and swing

Like Rishiel’s sword, my blade sharpened its pressure on him.

At the same time.

I moved my left hand.

The Blood-Soaked Dagger disrupted the flow of his movements.

A subtle, but fatal shift.

“—?!”

His eyes flickered with shock.

My swordsmanship was sharpening by the second.

Refining the technique I had stolen from Volcan.

My strategy was simple.

Break his rhythm.

And land a decisive blow.

*Thud.*

The Blood-Soaked Dagger buried itself in his leg.

His eyes widened.

He staggered back in alarm, watching me with wary eyes.

“…I see. You really do have the strength to interfere with our organization’s plans.”

Or maybe you’re just weak.

I wanted to mock him.

But instead, I kept my guard up.

No way this guy was working alone.

His skills were nothing special.

And yet, his mouth ran nonstop.

He had already spilled too much information.

A guy like that wouldn’t be sent on a solo mission.

Which was why.

I hadn’t drawn the Whisper of the Wind.

But.

‘…He really is alone?’

With Thief’s Pinnacle, I could sense even the faintest presences.

And aside from him.

The only people approaching were Erme and Rozanté.

Then.

A thought crossed my mind.

Absolute Theft.

A Gift on the same level as Thief’s Pinnacle.

A Gift that let me steal anything.

Even concepts.

It was what had stolen Rishiel’s Soul.

It was why I had gained Lucia’s attention.

And it had already proven.

That even techniques could be stolen.

What if I could steal his martial arts?

That would be useful.

I sheathed the Blood-Soaked Dagger.

“…So in the end, you’re just the same.”

His voice was disappointed.

Did he think I abandoned dual wielding just because I put away the Blood-Soaked Dagger?

I ignored his nonsense and focused.

Absolute Theft.

Could I steal his martial arts?

I locked eyes with him.

A strange whisper filled my mind.

Yes.

I could take his technique.

I reached out.

My empty hand felt as if it was sinking into something intangible.

The masked man hesitated.

Then his eyes widened in alarm.

“…What—what are you doing?!?!”

Just before he could react.

*Ding.*

[Absolute Theft (S) has stolen Martial Arts.]

[Skill: Martial Arts Unlocked.]

At that moment.

A new sensation coursed through me.

I could feel his movements.

I could mimic his fighting style.

“…You bastard…!”

He lunged at me.

Unlike before, his attacks were reckless.

I reached out again.

He flinched.

But this time, I wasn’t stealing.

A sharp pain flared in my head.

The backlash from Absolute Theft.

My mana had been drained.

‘I need to end this in one strike.’

I reached into Hidden Space.

And drew Whisper of the Wind.

“You—!!”

His face twisted in panic.

Gone was his fluid, unpredictable movement.

He flailed—like a puppet with cut strings.

‘…Wait.’

I had stolen his martial arts.

Did that mean.

He no longer had them?

I didn’t have time to dwell on it.

My instincts had already moved my hands.

A soft breeze gathered around Whisper of the Wind.

A blood-red aura shimmered from the Blood-Soaked Dagger.

I crossed my blades.

*Slice.*

I sliced off one of his arms.

‘Tch. I was aiming for his neck.’

He was faster than me.

Which made landing a clean hit difficult.

“W-What the hell did you do to me?! What did you take from me?!”

His voice was hysterical.

The once calm, confident fighter was now panicking.

Of course he was.

‘The moment I stole his martial arts, his movements changed.’

Did that mean Absolute Theft had taken his entire martial ability?

I had only expected to steal Level 1 worth of skill.

But this?

The fight was over in an instant.

He had once pressured me with his fast swordplay and martial arts.

Now, with no technique left.

There was no contest.

A blood-soaked blade.

A pale green wind.

Both closed in on him.

*Thud.*

His head rolled to the ground.

His lifeless eyes were frozen in shock.

‘…Oops.’

I hadn’t meant to kill him immediately.

I had been too focused on fighting.

And accidentally cut too deep.

Ideally, I should have taken him alive for interrogation.

Even though he was loose-lipped.

He belonged to a secret faction.

A group that promised its members half the world upon success.

He likely would have resisted torture.

‘Well, whatever.’

I turned.

Now to find the kidnapped kid.

But just as I was about to move.

I sensed approaching footsteps.

“Haa… haa… A-Are you okay?”

A slightly winded Erme.

And a half-dead Rozanté.

I looked at Rozanté.

Gone was the woman who had flirted with me.

Instead, her face was filled with worry.

“…Is Selly okay?”

“The kidnapped kid?”

“Yes.”

“…I don’t know.”

By the time I arrived, the massacre had already happened.

“…It was the Rebellion.”

The quiet Erme finally spoke.

“A faction called Rebellion. A group trying to overthrow the Empire.”

“…A rebellion?”

Rozanté’s voice was incredulous.

Was the Empire really that unshakable?

“I was worried the situation would be dangerous when I realized they were involved…”

Erme’s gaze fell on the headless man.

She looked… slightly disappointed.

“…He wasn’t worth keeping alive.”

“Eh? What? No! I’m not that selfish!”

Rozanté waved her hands frantically.

“If someone saves your life, you don’t complain that they didn’t take prisoners.”

“…You noticed?”

“There aren’t many people who can attack that stealthily.”

She crossed her arms.

“And even fewer who would bother using such a low-quality bow.”

“…Low-quality?”

It seemed fine to me.

“To be specific—”

She pointed at Whisper of the Wind.

“It’s not enchanted, nor is it a custom-made masterpiece.”

Rozanté tilted her head.

“The strongest archers usually carry several bows of that level as spares.”

So this was considered basic gear?

“…Well, maybe you don’t need them, Yuseong.”

She smirked.

“You have a lot of skills anyway.”

Still, it was worth knowing.

“Alright. Then next time, why don’t we go shopping together?”

“Huh? Wait, was that a date invitation?”

Erme stepped closer, tilting her head up at me.

Her lips curled into a teasing smirk.

She looked like she was expecting something.

‘She must’ve practiced that smile.’

…It was cute.

And since she was pretty, it suited her even more.

“…Um, sorry, but could you help me find Selly?”

“Of course.”

That was our goal in the first place.

We split up and searched.

And in no time, we found her.

Once we actually focused, it wasn’t hard to track down the kidnapped girl.

A bundle wrapped up like cargo.

“…Found her.”

“Selly!”

Rozanté rushed forward and hugged her tightly.

Erme watched them with a soft smile.

‘…She can make that face?’

She always looked cold.

…Was it because she was relieved?

Or.

‘Is she just happy our party is almost complete?’

“Thank you.”

After capturing the kidnapper, Rozanté bowed deeply.

“And… I also wanted to apologize for the way I acted when I was pretending to be drunk.”

“…It was a bit shocking, but it’s fine.”

“…It was all an act, after all.”

“Ha… ha.”

Rozanté laughed awkwardly.

“…An act, huh?”

“Haha. Alcohol is the only drink my god has permitted me.”

Erme looked completely baffled.

…Well, she was a saintess candidate, so maybe that much was acceptable.

But then.

“Wait… why do you look so satisfied, Yuseong?”

“Hm?”

“That look on your face… what is it?”

“…What?”

“I mean, you recruited another hero candidate into the party, right?”

“…What?”

I blinked.

Selly, who had been quiet, tilted her head.

“…Wait, how did you know I’m a Mage Hero Candidate?”

“…?”

What?

I had been grinning at Rozanté, thinking she was the hero candidate.

But Selly was the real one?

“…Wait, Rozanté isn’t a candidate?”

“Rozanté?! No way! There are already five saintess candidates!”

Erme looked completely stunned.

“…Then how did you even think I was one?”

…Oh.

I suddenly realized something.


Every single one of us met the requirements to be a hero candidate.

‘I don’t know what the others’ roles are yet…’

But this.

This was shaping up to be a damn good party.



 
  
    Chapter 26: Solo Play – 1


Hero Candidate.

They are selected based on their Gift.

While skills and techniques can be learned, Gifts cannot.

A Gift is purely granted by the heavens, a talent permitted only to those chosen by fate.

However, a Gift does not always align with a person’s nature.

It is granted according to one’s potential, but personality is a different matter.

In any case, to qualify as a Hero Candidate, one must possess at least two A-rank Gifts.

If one has an S-rank Gift, they are immediately eligible.

“For reference, someone with a single S-rank Gift is considered more valuable than someone with two A-rank Gifts.”

Erme dusted off the ground before laying down a small cloth.

Then, she sat gracefully with her knees folded neatly together.

“S-rank Gifts are usually the evolved forms of A-rank Gifts.”

“Can Gifts evolve too?”

“There are typically growth-type Gifts, but their value is considered lower than standard-ranked ones. Ah, but if they’re nurtured through experience, they can surpass most others. The rank gets a plus added to it.”

“I have a question.”

“Yes?”

“What does it mean when a Gift has a plus or minus next to its rank?”

“……”

Erme pondered for a moment before picking up a nearby wild berry and showing it to me.

“This is an ordinary wild berry. But since it’s newly ripened, it’s sour, astringent, and not very tasty. Something like this is usually considered a minus rank, but it’s still a wild berry, right?”

“That’s true.”

“But if the berry ripens properly, it becomes sweet and delicious. That’s what we usually call a plus rank.”

“So, a minus means there’s some kind of drawback compared to other Gifts of the same rank?”

“Exactly.”

But then, why was Whisper of the Wind ranked lower than the Blood-Soaked Dagger?

‘I was told it was good when I first got it.’

I didn’t understand.

On the other hand, Champion’s Sword had a clear reason for its minus rank—it drained mana at an absurd rate.

I leaned against a tree, lost in thought.

Right now, we were in the same clearing where I had previously practiced my swordsmanship.

The atmosphere here had become unsettling, and I had started sensing the presence of people who seemed to have noticed something unusual.

‘That’s why the topic of Rozanté, the Saint Candidate, came up.’

Along with her, Erme had also brought someone she was trying to rescue—a young Magic Hero Candidate named Celly.

However, perhaps because she was still just a child…

She was softly murmuring in her sleep beside me.

“Anyway, those who possess an S-rank Gift are closely watched by nations, empires, and even other races.”

“And those people are usually Hero Candidates?”

“A long time ago, they used to compete against each other, and in the end, four heroes would be chosen to defeat the Demon King. But times have changed, so now most of them are being nurtured instead.”

“If you qualify as a Hero Candidate, the level of support you receive is completely different. Even orphanages that produce Hero Candidates get massive funding.”

“But then why…?”

“My ability isn’t that great.”

“Huh?”

At Rozanté’s words, Erme responded with disbelief.

Could an S-rank or even an A-rank Gift really be considered bad?

“No matter what, that sounds strange. If you have at least two A-rank Gifts, you should be welcomed everywhere, no matter what kind they are.”

“That’s true… but my ability comes with a lot of issues.”

“What kind of issues?”

Erme still couldn’t understand.

“It’s not widely known, but healing magic used by priests comes with pain.”

“Right? That’s why most priests end up half-mad.”

“But that pain is different from what others experience. You remember what Glasses mentioned, right? That even a priest who doesn’t rely on drugs is considered valuable. That’s because the pain is so unbearable that most priests can’t even function without them.”

“That’s why if a priest has the Pain Negation Gift, it’s like hitting the jackpot.”

“Even that has its downsides if you really think about it… Anyway, my Gift is related to that.”

“If it’s related to Pain Negation, then why—?”

“…It’s called Ecstasy of Pain…”

“…Ah… Ahhh…”

Rozanté trailed off in embarrassment, and Erme’s eyes widened as if she suddenly understood.

Ecstasy of Pain?

I could more or less guess the implications just from the way it sounded.

There’s no way it actually means she feels pleasure whenever she experiences pain… right?

As I glanced at Rozanté with that thought in mind, she lowered her head, looking embarrassed.

“Y-Yes… Unlike other priests, I don’t feel pain. Instead, I feel… pleasure.

And not only that, but my Gifts are also related to that…”

“…What kind of Gifts are we talking about?”

Rozanté let out a deep sigh before answering.

“W-Well, normally, I wouldn’t tell anyone this, but since you saved Celly, I’ll share it with you. My Gifts are Dancer and Combat Genius… and I also have a skill called Holy Water Creation.”

“Dancer and Combat Genius… those are related to close combat. But Holy Water Creation? That sounds pretty useful just from the name.”

“…Uh, well… my saliva turns into holy water.”

Erme’s pupils trembled as if struck by an earthquake.

Then, a moment later, she smiled.

“…T-That’s… kind of strange, huh?”

“I-It is a bit unusual, but isn’t it still a good ability?”

“I think it’s great.”

“…Huh?”

Erme said something absurd.

“I mean, at the very least, you’ve completely bypassed the biggest issue for priests, which is dealing with pain.”

“Uh? Y-Yes… I suppose so.”

“And despite not using drugs, you can produce holy water—sure, it’s saliva, but that’s still incredibly valuable. Honestly, I’d say you did well to keep it hidden.”

“That’s true.”

“If you focus purely on its usefulness, it’s actually a huge advantage. You’ve got the abilities of a priest, plus you’re essentially a frontline fighter.”

“Now that I think about it, we can both function as vanguards or rear guards depending on the situation. That kind of flexibility is valuable.”

“If anything, that makes you even more capable. A priest who can also defend themselves—what’s not to like?”

“Uh, huh?”

Rozanté seemed to be seriously considering my words, as if she had been convinced.

Now that I think about it, it’s really obvious.

Maybe she never realized it herself because of the stigma surrounding priests and the fact that her Gift turned pain into pleasure.

But there was still something suspicious.

Regardless of anything else, she’s a Saint Candidate.

Would someone like that really be able to stay this hidden?

No matter how I looked at it, something felt off.

There was definitely something strange about this.

“Well then…”

“…Would you like to join our party?”

“That’s right! Our party is pretty open, you know? We have a blunt Berserker, a talented mage with glasses, plus Yuseong and me.”

“T-Then… please take care of me…”

Rozanté responded shyly, clearly a bit embarrassed.

“Khh…”

“…Hic.”

“So, from now on, let’s work well together.”

“…I suppose the inevitable has happened.”

Marcel adjusted his glasses and let out a quiet sigh.

“Well, since she’s already in the party, there’s no changing that now. Looking forward to working with you.”

“Yeah, Glasses.”

Hic.

Rozanté, who had been all shy and reserved last night, was now downing drinks like a seasoned drinker.

Right now, we were at the Adventurer’s Guild.

For a simple reason.

We had accumulated a lot of loot, and sorting it all out had taken longer than expected.

From the very first day… I had a good feeling about this.

I knew I couldn’t expect things to stay like this forever.

So, for now, I decided to enjoy this happiness.

‘I should be getting quite a lot this time.’

No matter how I looked at it, I was the biggest winner in this labyrinth run.

Not only did I take the largest share of gold thanks to the loot distribution, but I also gained a Gift and skills related to archery.

And the favor of a priest, too.

I gazed at the floating window before me.

[You have completed a Sub Quest.]

It was the sub-quest I had received yesterday.

[You have completed an Encounter Quest.]

There was also the encounter quest I had triggered by meeting Rozanté, still lingering in my quest log.

It was an overwhelming bounty.

My current status window looked like this:

Name: Han Yuseong (Lv.1)
Strength: 8
Agility: 13 (10+3)
Stamina: 8
Magic Power: 8
Mental Power: 8
Perception: 8

Gifts

[Thief’s Pinnacle (S)]

[Absolute Theft (S)]

[Master of the Sword (A+)]

[Fatal Allure (A)]

[Sharpshooter (B)]

Skills

[Hidden Space (B)]

[Charging Shot (B)]

Techniques

[Swordsmanship (Lv. 15, 10+5)]

[Archery (Lv. 6, 3+3)]

[Martial Arts (Lv. 2)]

Compared to when I first arrived, my stats had increased dramatically.

The difference was like night and day—an overwhelming transformation.

Feeling satisfied as I looked at my status window, my gaze shifted to the Gift card.

A blank, white piece of paper.

‘I just have to use this to identify the Gifts I possess, right?’

Others in this world used these cards to “evaluate” their Gifts.

But I had never gone through that process.

After all, I had been thrown into this world out of nowhere.

In this world, everyone was forced to have their Gifts assessed upon turning twelve.

Refusing the evaluation led to immediate punishment.

I narrowed my eyes as I stared at the Gift card.

‘I should try it at least once.’

But even I could tell that my Gifts weren’t exactly normal.

Rozanté had only three Gifts, yet Erme had made such a huge fuss over it.

Well, to be fair, Erme seems even more extraordinary than that.

Still, before anything else, I needed to check my rewards.

I glanced toward the guild’s reception desk. 

The line Erme was waiting in was pretty long, so it would take a while.

Quest complete.

[You have completed the Sub Quest: Chapter 2!]

[You have completed the Encounter Quest: Rozanté.]

[As a reward, you have acquired the Gifts Aura Control (B) and Mana Control (B)!]

I stared blankly at the glowing blue window.

Two quests completed… and all I got were two B-rank Gifts?

A sense of disappointment washed over me.

Did I go through all that just for this?

But then.

A surge of knowledge rushed through my mind, and at the same time, I understood why I had only received two.

This…

It felt like something inside me was completely full.

As if I had a container, and that container was already filled to the brim.

That’s not good.

I had the distinct feeling that if anything else was added, it would overflow.

The thought that it might be dangerous to take on anything more came to me instinctively.

In fact, I started feeling relieved that I had only received two new Gifts.

What do I do about this?

A single thought surfaced in my mind.

More like a primal instinct.

Level up.

I felt certain that leveling up would solve this problem.

But that probably won’t happen today.

Theresa looked dazed, and Glasses had an exhausted expression.

After observing Theresa a few times, I could tell she was just as worn out.

Considering how much we had been pushing ourselves, it was only natural.

I should check my new abilities first.

The first thing I examined was Aura Control (B).

I recalled what Rishiel had explained about it.

Aura.

It was a force that exerted pressure on opponents.

Apparently, weaker enemies would instinctively tremble in fear when faced with someone who possessed it.

When we fought the Hobgoblin Champion, Glasses had been completely paralyzed, unable to move properly.

This would be useful against mages.

That was my immediate thought when I saw what happened.

As long as I remained in this labyrinth, I would eventually have to fight archers and spellcasters.

If I had to confront them head-on, Aura Control would definitely be an advantage.

Next was Mana Control.

…I don’t really get this one yet.

I closed my eyes.

I could sense the mana inside me, but I had never been able to use it properly.

I’ve been treating it like a game mechanic.

Like how using a skill would simply consume mana.

But now, things felt different.

I could tell that mana wasn’t just for casting spells—it could be used to strengthen my body, and I could move it freely inside me, just by my will.

What?

What is it?

Your mana control… it’s changed.

The reaction came instantly.

Rishiel was staring at me, as if she had noticed something different.

How exactly has it changed?

If before, you were like a monkey that couldn’t use tools, now at least you resemble a person using them properly.

A monkey?

I felt a sudden surge of irritation.

Without thinking, I reached into Hidden Space and pulled out Rishiel’s Soulstone, gripping it tightly.

I had intended to use it as a threat.

H-Heeeek…!

But Rishiel’s reaction was strange.

Her face flushed red in a way that made me uncomfortable, so I quickly put the Soulstone away.

W-What was that just now…? 

W-What did you just do to me?!

I didn’t do anything.

What a damn perverted elf.

I stared at Rishiel coldly and started considering my options.


All of my party members were exhausted.

That meant…

I either need to find a new party or go solo.

That could be fun too.



 
  
    Chapter 27: Solo Play – 2


“This time, we divided the gold based on contribution again. We earned quite a lot, but…”

Erme had a somewhat sad expression.

A very large pouch sat in front of her.

“Glasses, you’re in the negative this time. Please work hard in the next labyrinth.”

“Ugh…!”

Glasses looked devastated.

“And Theresa, here’s your share—10% of the gold.”

“Yay.”

A monotone voice, completely expressionless.

But I could tell she was actually quite pleased.

“And the rest goes here…”

Thud.

When Erme placed the pouch on the table, a heavy sound echoed.

“All of it goes to you, Yuseong.”

“…All of it?”

“Yes. I got a sword, and Glasses took a potion and a skill book.”

“Hm…”

“Sigh, even though we’re a bit tired, we should still decide on our next plans.”

“…I want to rest until tomorrow.”

“…Ag—”

“…Marcel’s suggestion is reasonable. Pushing too hard is dangerous.”

“Wait a second, did you just call me ‘Glasses’—?!”

“Anyway, let’s set the next labyrinth run for next week. How about Monday?”

“Sunday isn’t bad either. Taking three full days off sounds nice, but resting too much might make us sluggish.”

“Sunday for me too.”

Erme nodded at both Glasses’ and Theresa’s opinions.

The way they counted days here was the same as in my past life.

Well, it is a game world, after all.

But then, a sudden thought crossed my mind.

Is this world a game-based reality, or a real world that was turned into a game?

The thought crossed my mind, but I quickly dismissed it as a pointless luxury.

I took a moment to stretch my body.

Despite yesterday’s intense battle, I felt light and refreshed.

The others are exhausted, though.

I wondered why I felt so fine—then realized it was because I had carefully managed my stamina by dividing roles properly.

“Well, since everyone must be tired, let’s call it a day and head our separate ways. Yuseong, you and I can go on a date—”

“Oh, I have some business at the Adventurer’s Guild today.”

“Hmmm…”

Erme gave me a sharp look before flashing a bright smile.

“Then, I’ll head back first. Last night was so intense that I’m completely drained.”

“Pfft!”

Glasses coughed violently, clearly caught off guard.

“Cough! Cough! You two! Even if I gave you space, how could you progress that much in just one night?!”

“…Did you two get intense?”

Ignoring Glasses’ flustered reaction, Theresa asked casually.

Erme smirked and glanced at me slyly.

“Nothing happened. We just talked, that’s all.”

Hic.

Rozanté hiccupped as I spoke while looking at her.

“Oh, but last night was intense~ Yuseong was staring at me with such longing eyes, trying to convince me he wanted me.”

Hic.

Rozanté, clearly drunk, blurted out nonsense.

She was so polite and reserved yesterday…

This wasn’t just converting pain into pleasure—this was practically a whole different personality coming out when she was drunk.

“Well, I’m heading out first.”

“Okay~ Don’t be too late~”

As I waved, Erme waved back playfully.

Glasses gave me a strange look.

…Must be my imagination.

He was definitely misunderstanding something.

After parting ways, I made my way to the training grounds inside the Adventurer’s Guild.

I’ll be heading into the labyrinth today, but…

I couldn’t stop thinking about what I had learned from the masked man yesterday.

Martial arts.

It seemed to be a way of controlling the body—something that looked quite useful.

After changing into my training gear, I stood in front of a scarecrow.

I adjusted my stance.

But for some reason, I hesitated to attack.

“Kid, you’re here again today?”

It was because of Volcan, who was watching me with an approving gaze.

“Young people these days don’t usually show this kind of dedication.”

“I’m pretty diligent.”

“You’re a little bratty, but yeah, you’re diligent.”

At least this guy knows what he’s talking about.

Rishiel nodded in agreement with Volcan’s insult.

Ridiculous.

Ignoring both of them, I kicked the scarecrow.

Hmm?

The masked man had mixed swordsmanship with martial arts, using footwork to make his movements more dynamic.

This is harder than I expected.

But Volcan seemed to see it differently.

“Kid, what the hell did you just do?”

“What do you mean?”

“Did you level up or something in that short time?”

“I haven’t leveled up yet.”

“Yeah, I figured you couldn’t have done it that fast. But you’re improving at this pace?”

Volcan muttered in disbelief.

Rishiel nodded beside him.

This growth rate is absurd. Even among elves, there are few who could match this.

Well, of course.

Unlike others, I had received plenty of benefits—things that could be considered special perks.

In fact.

Wouldn’t it be a problem if I wasn’t improving this much?

That was just how I saw it.

Anyway, after working up a light sweat with martial arts, I changed back into my usual clothes.

Then, I removed the iron rings Volcan had given me.

Now I can breathe.

My body felt lighter.

Maybe it was because I’d been carrying extra weight this whole time.

Pretending to tuck them into my clothes, I instead stored them in my secondary space.

“Leaving already?”

“I’m heading into the labyrinth today.”

“Already? Didn’t you just go yesterday?”

“My stamina held up better than expected.”

“Your stamina is fine? Oh, right, you were in the rear guard… No, but even then, shouldn’t you still be tired?”

Volcan looked at me with a puzzled expression.

“Judging by your face and body language, it doesn’t seem like you’re forcing yourself.”

“Who pushes themselves to enter the labyrinth?”

“There are idiots who do. It’s dangerous even when you take your time, but some people rush in like they’re being chased. Sure, they make good money at first, but in the long run, it’s not worth it.”

Well, whatever.

Volcan said that, then looked me over again.

“You don’t seem to be carrying much. Are you going with a different party?”

“No, the others are resting.”

“There are still people you could go with… No, actually, maybe you’d prefer going alone.”

Volcan muttered that after examining me once more.

A different party, huh?

I didn’t feel like I needed one.

But if I wanted to maintain peak condition, I’d at least need someone to take watch at night.

It was really convenient when Glasses was around.

Since he handled all the night watches with his so-called innovative alarm magic.

Well, I could probably find someone suitable.

Even if they only pulled their own weight, I could handle the rest.

With that in mind, I set out to recruit a party.

“Hey, nice to meet you! You’re an archer, right?”

I had been pulled into a party by a rather friendly-looking man.

I glanced around at the other members.

A hooded man in a black robe, his face barely visible—giving off a gloomy vibe.

A middle-aged man with a hand axe strapped to his waist.

A young man carrying a massive shield on his back.

And finally, the man who had brought me here, carrying a greatsword on his back.

Three frontline fighters, huh?

There was no mage or priest in sight—not that it was surprising.

Those two roles were rare, after all.

Still… something about this feels off.

On the surface, nothing seemed wrong. 

But I couldn’t shake the uneasy feeling this party gave me.

Was I just being overly cautious?

“Alright, I brought an archer to cover our rear.”

“Tch, when has an archer ever been reliable? We should just be grateful if he doesn’t shoot his own teammates.”

“Cut it out, James. I did some checking—this guy’s actually pretty well-known.”

“Well-known?”

The middle-aged man, James, looked at me warily.

“Yeah, and in a good way.”

“Well… I guess that’s a relief.”

“Anyway, let’s get moving. Even if this guy only pulls half his weight, the four of us should be more than enough.”

“Yeah, fair point.”

Judging by their confidence, they seemed capable enough.

Well, that should be fine, then.

With that, I followed my new party into the labyrinth.

The labyrinth is a place where time and space are distorted.

Because of that, accidents happen frequently.

And that’s not all.

Many adventurers go missing, and any incidents that occur inside are considered beyond the law.

In the early days, this led to countless problems.

The Adventurer’s Guild had made countless efforts to prevent such issues, but in the end, they realized it was impossible to stop them all.

That’s why they turned a blind eye when an adventurer killed someone who attacked them first.

This was only possible thanks to the artifacts held by the Adventurer’s Guild.

Either way, incidents were common in the labyrinth.

This was my third time entering it.

And.

I finally realized just how lucky I had been.

“S-Save me! Please, save me!”

“T-There are five goblins…!”

“D-Damn it! If you all run, what the hell am I supposed to do?!”

I came to a painful realization.

Meeting Erme had been pure luck.

How the hell does a party like this even exist?

At first, things seemed to be going smoothly.

They spoke confidently, as if they knew what they were doing.

The only warning sign was how all of them fell silent the moment we entered the labyrinth.

But I thought, They talked big—there’s no way they’d be completely useless, right?

And yet.

They had no skills to speak of.

Two frontliners collapsed, and another was injured.

All because of just three goblins.

If it had been Erme, she would have wiped them out in an instant.

I should have run away then.

I should have abandoned this useless party and focused on my own survival.

But no.

Some misplaced sense of responsibility made me draw my sword and behead a goblin.

“A-As expected…! You really are as strong as the rumors say…!”

If things had ended there, there wouldn’t have been a problem.

With their level of skill, they would’ve struggled to make it through the labyrinth.

I could’ve just let them go their way, wandered the labyrinth on my own for a bit, and then left.

That iron sword looks pretty nice, doesn’t it?

Now that I look closely, that robe of his seems valuable too. 

Is it enchanted?

They had only seen me wielding a simple iron sword.

And yet, they still tried to stab me in the back.

So.

I had no choice.

I sighed as I looked down at the bloodstained bags.

There really isn’t a single peaceful day, huh?

Maybe I had been blessed with good teammates for too long.

Starting with Erme, my current party members were all reliable.

Lucia is still a mystery, though.

I wasn’t too eager to deal with someone known as the Executioner Princess.

Anyway.

Now I stood at a crossroads.

Should I continue exploring the labyrinth alone?

Or should I grab some of their belongings and head back?

Exploring the labyrinth solo wouldn’t be a bad experience.

That was Rishiel’s opinion.

If you struggle, I can keep watch at night. As a spirit, I don’t need sleep.

…You don’t sleep?

I never needed sleep to begin with.


…Is that so?

Enough talk. Let’s head deeper inside.

Rishiel sounded impatient.

I nodded and stepped further into the labyrinth.



 
  
    Chapter 28: Solo Play – 3


Three goblins stood before me.

I dashed forward and swung Whisper of the Wind.

Slash.

One of their heads was severed cleanly.

At the same time, I kicked off the labyrinth wall and hurled the Blood-Soaked Dagger at another.

As I pushed off the wall mid-spin, I slashed its throat.

[Skill Martial Arts has leveled up.]

Clean work.

Rishiel’s voice carried a note of admiration.

But I didn’t have the luxury of acknowledging it.

There was still one more goblin behind me, ready to strike.

Let’s test this out.

Aura Control (B).

Instead of using the mana inside me, I felt something else flow outward.

Release.

Boom!

“Kehh…!”

The goblin foamed at the mouth and collapsed, unconscious.

At the same time, I felt a dull throbbing in my head.

Did I overdo it?

Well, at least I had tested it once.

Next time, I’d be able to control it better.

I swiftly beheaded the unconscious goblin.

W-Wait… Did you just use aura?!

Yeah, I’m starting to get the hang of it.

W-What… You’re already using aura freely?!

Not really.

All I had done was brute-force its release.

Rishiel was exaggerating.

It felt closer to how she had described my mana control before—like a monkey recklessly releasing energy.

I’d like to use it more precisely…

For now, I’d leave aura as it was.

Next up— Mana Control.

Let’s try coating my body with mana… delicately.

I spread my mana throughout my body, feeling the blue energy reinforce my physical abilities.

“Kieeek…!”

Fortunately, this was the labyrinth.

There were plenty of enemies.

I gripped my sword and looked ahead.

Ten goblins.

It might be overwhelming to face them alone.

But.

I can use this chance to level up the Blood-Soaked Dagger.

Smirking, I charged forward.

A monster.

That was what Rishiel thought as she watched Han Yuseong fight.

A monster.

It wasn’t an exaggeration.

As a child of the World Tree, she had always been called a genius.

But.

The world is vast.

To think a creature like him existed.

Copying someone’s swordsmanship just by watching?

That alone wasn’t shocking—she could do that too.

But to analyze and master sword techniques developed by other races?

That’s impossible.

Yet, the person before her was doing exactly that.

Han Yuseong.

What is he?

At first, she had simply been intrigued by his existence.

But now, she was continuously shocked by his absurd growth.

His swordsmanship, while slightly inferior to hers, was already outstanding.

His archery skills surpassed her own.

And now, he was blending martial arts into his swordplay.

Somewhere along the way, his mana control had grown more refined.

And now.

He’s using aura, too?

Aura.

In the labyrinth, even an ordinary person with no talent could eventually unlock their mana.

But that wasn’t this.

That wasn’t aura.

Only an elite handful of geniuses could wield it.

Even across the entire world, the number of people capable of using it was extremely small.

And yet, he was using it as if it were nothing.

Ridiculous.

And yet, on top of all that—his stealth was impeccable.

It was as if he wrapped himself in shadows, disappearing completely.

With those skills, he was no different from the deadliest assassin in the world.

A monstrous existence.

His swordsmanship was exceptional, but his assassination skills were just as terrifying.

Especially that sniper shot he had detonated like a bomb before…

The elves could be in danger.

If their own kind was at risk, then leading Han Yuseong down a darker path might be a solution.

But for the elves, that would be even worse.

However.

Why am I even thinking about my people now?

A more selfish thought entered Rishiel’s mind.

Dark Moon Shadow.

A lost technique of the Darkmoon family.

Yet, Han Yuseong was using it effortlessly.

Which meant.

Could he unlock the true secrets of Dark Moon Shadow?

Rishiel made her decision.

She wanted to witness its full potential.

Something’s up.

After I swung my sword, Rishiel’s gaze changed.

Her eyes burned with intensity.

Did I mess up somehow?

I was certain I had executed my swordplay correctly.

Maybe blending martial arts into my swordsmanship had thrown her off?

Well, she’ll tell me when she feels like it.

If she had wanted to hinder me, she could have easily done so.

All she had to do was act like she was correcting my technique.

But she hadn’t.

If anything, she had only helped me.

I flicked the blood off the Blood-Soaked Dagger and stepped forward.

Roughly 30 goblins.

And about five mana stones.

The haul wasn’t great.

But I’m getting the hang of this.

How to control aura.

How to handle mana.

As I continued cutting down goblins to stack the Blood-Soaked Dagger’s power.

I noticed something strange.

The dagger had gotten longer.

About 10 centimeters?

Thief’s Pinnacle granted me extreme dexterity, allowing me to handle even the sharpest strings without a single cut.

Like wearing invisible gloves.

“Kieeek!”

I slashed the throat of an approaching goblin.

The dagger’s stack hadn’t activated yet.

But I still didn’t understand why it was getting longer.

Well, whatever.

For now, I needed to focus on the goblins.

“Kieeeek!”

Five of them charged at once.

The Blood-Soaked Dagger left behind a crimson trail.

Whisper of the Wind painted a streak of green light.

Those trails cut precisely through goblin necks.

A blur of red and green—decapitating them in an instant.

This is getting boring.

Maybe hobgoblins would make for a better fight.

That thought led me to remember the Champion.

Would he be different?

But challenging him alone.

Would be nothing short of madness.

Honestly, I might be able to win.

But I’d have to expect at least one broken bone.

That would be inconvenient since I was running the labyrinth solo.

Avoiding unnecessary injuries was the best way to stay in peak condition.

So I kept hunting goblins for a while longer.

And then.

The Blood-Soaked Dagger changed.

It was no longer just a dagger.

Now, it was.

[Item]

Blood-Soaked Blade (B)

A blade that grows stronger the more blood it absorbs.

Unlocks abilities every time 100 living beings are slain.

Allows the use of Blood Spirit Aura using stored blood.

Agility +4.

Form Change.

Form Change?

I examined the Blood-Soaked Blade.

It had lengthened—now about the size of a short sword.

Let’s try making it longer.

Slowly, the blade extended further.

Not fast enough to use mid-combat, but.

I could use this to throw off an opponent’s sense of distance.

And there were still abilities left to unlock?

Even as it was now, it seemed far superior to Whisper of the Wind or even Champion’s Sword.

Could it reach A-rank?

I gripped the transformed blade in my right hand.

Until now, I had primarily wielded Whisper of the Wind.

I should practice with this too.

Up to now, my dual-wielding had always been with swords of different lengths.

But to reach the next stage of Dark Moon Shadow, I had a feeling my blades needed to be the same length.

Actually, in the vision Thief’s Pinnacle had shown me, the dual swords had been identical.

I continued massacring goblins.

Whenever I sensed people nearby, I melted into the shadows and evaded them.

Before I knew it.

A cluster of white stardust-like particles surrounded me.

Finally.

I had leveled up.

With my goal achieved, I left the labyrinth.

The moment I leveled up, my body felt as light as a feather.

The effects of leveling up.

Leveling up greatly enhances physical abilities, grants new skills.

And, on rare occasions, even bestows a new Gift.

I got lucky.

Because I was one of those rare cases.

It felt like I had reached my limit—like a vessel filled to the brim.

A strange, bloated sensation settled inside me.

[Gift Acquired: Violet (A)]

…What the hell is this?

It said I had obtained a color.

I had no idea what kind of ability this was supposed to be.

Hey, you.

What?

Did you get a new Gift when you leveled up?

Rishiel suddenly asked.

Had something changed about me?

Yeah. 

Your appearance has noticeably changed.

…What changed?

I stepped out of the labyrinth.

What about my reward?

I hadn’t managed to collect much loot.

Carrying too much would slow me down, and Hidden Space wasn’t limitless.

But there was something I had to do.

I needed to report the deaths of my party members.

Since the entire party had been wiped out, this was unavoidable.

Sighing, I joined the shortest-looking line in the crowded guild.

But then.

…Something’s off.

I felt countless gazes on me from every direction.

Not hostile stares.

Strangely… warm?

Are they all looking at me?

I wanted to dismiss it as my imagination.

But no, I really was being watched from all sides.

…Rishiel, what do I look like right now?

You’ve become… more attractive.

…?

The only noticeable change was my eye color.

They had turned violet.

Violet?

I scanned my surroundings, looking for a mirror.

Luckily, I spotted one in the distance—about 30 meters away.

Thanks to the Sharpshooter Gift, my enhanced vision allowed me to clearly see my reflection from afar.

Violet-colored eyes.

Messy black hair with deep violet irises.

But more than that.

Do I look… attractive?

There was an unnatural, almost enchanting quality about my gaze.

Even as I looked at myself, I found it hard to look away.

…That’s not good.

I needed to check my Gift.

[Gift]

Violet (A)

The power of violet dwells within the user.

What does that even mean?

I squinted at the explanation.

That was all it said.

But based on my past experience.

When a Gift had such a vague description, its potential was usually massive.

Well, I’m sure I’ll figure it out eventually.

“A-Ah, hello…”

The receptionist assisting me spoke shyly.

That was strange.

Erme had mentioned before that guild employees were usually gruff, impatient, and bad-tempered.

I had heard similar complaints over dinner several times.

Why is she being so polite?

Regardless, I quickly finished my report and received my payment.

Unlike with Erme, my processing was fast.

Then again, Erme had to split everything four ways, so that must’ve been why hers took longer.

Deeper inside the guild, Volcan was wandering around, looking bored.

Is he really just hanging around?

“What is it, old man?”

“Kid… you…”

“What are you doing here?”

“…Did you level up?”

“Yeah, I did.”

“Hmm. Looks like you got an unusual Gift.”

“Yeah, it seems that way.”

“Well… as long as it doesn’t seem dangerous, I guess it’s fine.”

What exactly does he think could be a problem?


I left Volcan behind and headed deeper inside.

Unlike the old man, I was guided by a kind receptionist named Hilda.

The Gift said the power of violet now dwells within me…

I need to figure out what kind of power this actually gives me.
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Unfortunately, I wasn’t able to test the power of Violet.

Too many eyes were on me.

So I suppressed my presence and slipped outside.

Volcan had disappeared somewhere, and I had nothing else to do, so I decided to head to the inn.

Until.

“Oh my, hello—”

I saw her.

The Executioner Princess, Lucia.

An infamous villainess with the title of Executioner…

Honestly, that’s just sad.

I looked at Lucia.

Blood-red hair, crimson eyes.

Her gaze, almost heart-shaped, stared at me as if filled with affection.

…Has her obsession gotten stronger?

What’s with her all of a sudden?

I seriously started to wonder.

Could Violet have some kind of hypnotic or alluring effect on people?

“Your eyes have changed,” Lucia said.

“I leveled up in the labyrinth and got a Gift.”

“Some Gifts do affect the body. It seems you’ve received a powerful one.”

“You think it’s a good thing?”

“Gifts that alter appearance are usually tied to an attribute. Attributes have downsides, but their strengths far outweigh them.”

Lucia smiled brightly as she spoke.

Her sultry voice made the moment feel almost picturesque.

I stared at her.

I knew she was obsessed with me.

I knew she was labeled a villainess.

But still.

Seeing her like this, I couldn’t help but waver for a moment.

She looked beautiful, no matter what.

Well, there must be a reason she’s called a villainess.

Even if she had been engaged to some strange man.

Even if that man had been strung along by another woman.

None of that mattered to me.

Besides, things weren’t likely to play out that way anymore.

“Oh? Yuseong?”

A familiar voice.

It was Erme.

And she looked… different.

Instead of her usual outfit, she was wearing a short skirt and a blouse that accentuated her figure.

Suspicious.

Where exactly was she going, all dressed up like that?

Erme smiled brightly as she approached me—then suddenly paused.

“…Huh? Your eye color changed? Wait, did you level up? That was fast.”

Erme’s bright, sparkling eyes locked onto me.

She was smiling as usual.

But the moment she noticed Lucia, her expression stiffened for just a second.

Just for a second.

“And who is this?”

“Oh, I just stopped by since this place seemed nice. No need to worry too much.”

…That sounds exactly like something you say when you should worry.

“But what about your outfit? You look like you’re heading somewhere fun.”

Lucia smiled sweetly as she looked at Erme.

And Erme—smiling just as brightly—linked her arm around mine.

“Well, that’s because we have a date today.”

“…A date?”

For the first time, Lucia’s expression cracked.

Her face stiffened, and her gaze turned ice-cold.

“Yes, a date. I was preparing for it while Yuseong was in the labyrinth. I was worried about timing, but it worked out perfectly!”

Erme kept smiling, but something about it felt off.

I suddenly felt uneasy.

For some reason, it seemed like she was picking a fight with Lucia.

…No way. 

Erme’s too rational for that.

“Come on, let’s go. I found a great place! Oh, but you must be exhausted from the labyrinth. I’m so sorry, I should have been more considerate. How about a bath first? Then we can go eat somewhere nice together, okay?”

Uh.

She was acting playful, even tugging at my arm a little.

Most guys wouldn’t be able to resist this.

But since we were in the same party, I let it slide.

Though, this does feel a little off…

Bath first, then a meal.

Shameless man.

Rishiel’s voice echoed in my head.

Should I leave? 

As long as I stay in your room, I suppose it won’t matter.

…That’s not happening.

That woman looks more than ready. 

If you let your guard down, she might just pounce on you.

I chuckled at Rishiel’s sarcastic tone.

No way.

By “a nice place,” she probably just meant somewhere to buy arrows.

Or does she think Lucia will steal me away?

Was this what people called a woman’s intuition?

She knew Lucia was obsessed with me and, as the party leader, maybe she was just looking out for her teammate.

Hmm…

Rishiel made a strange expression, as if something was bothering her.

But I ignored it and headed into the bathhouse.

This world is surprisingly convenient.

It had just about everything I needed.

Bathhouses, hygiene standards for food, even flavors I didn’t expect to be good actually tasted great.

Living in this world didn’t seem too bad.

The problem is… this world is doomed.

I recalled what my friend had said.

That bastard had tried so hard to get me into this game.

He succeeded, and now I was here.

Thinking about it just made me sigh.

All of this because of him.

Honestly, if I could just spend my time being doted on by Lucia, life wouldn’t be so bad.

But… destruction, huh?

What happens when the world ends?

Nothing remains—that’s what destruction means.

Wouldn’t that at least make dying easier?

If I had to go, I’d prefer a peaceful death.

Not that I plan on dying easily.

I’d struggle as much as I could. 

What other choice did I have?

Erme looked to be in a great mood.

Was it because Lucia wasn’t around?

Either way, our destination was a large workshop.

I had expected her to take me to the dwarven blacksmith with the [Master] title.

“That guy specializes in swords. He doesn’t deal with special arrows or bows. Oh, but if you ever need a good sword, I can recommend something from his shop.”

“That so?”

“Yep! But today, we’re heading here.”

Erme smiled brightly as she pulled me along, chatting about all sorts of things.

Mostly about herself.

“I grew up in the countryside. A retired knight there taught me how to use a sword.”

“I figured. Your balance is too good.”

“People think knights are either offensive or defensive, but it really depends on the person. Most of us train to be well-rounded, focusing on strong fundamentals.”

Her eyes sparkled when she talked about swords.

That was a rare trait.

Not many women were this passionate about swords.

But it wasn’t a bad thing.

Whatever it was, she was serious about her craft.

“This is the workshop.”

The place Erme led me to looked more like a massive factory.

Plenty of adventurers were gathered outside—most of them mid-to-high rank.

Must be a pretty famous place.

Inside, even more adventurers crowded the area.

Because of the packed space, Erme’s grip on my arm loosened.

I unlinked my arm and took her hand instead.

“Eh? Ehh? E-Eh?”

She made a series of dumb noises.

“Whew~ hot couple alert.”

A familiar voice.

I turned my head.

Volcan was whistling at us.

Where had this old man disappeared to?

“You need something?”

“Well, I came here to fix the scarecrow you wrecked, but I ended up seeing something interesting. So, I thought I’d have a little fun.”

Is this really an “interesting” sight?

I only held her hand because the crowd was dense.

I shot Volcan a look, but he just gave Erme a pitying glance.

“You’re incredibly talented in combat, but when it comes to this… you have no skill at all. Or maybe you’re too skilled for your own good.”

Volcan stroked his chin, deep in thought.

What is he even talking about?

“Anyway, what brings you here?”

“I’m here to buy a bow and some arrows.”

I didn’t mention the part about it doubling as a date.

If I did, he’d just grin like a pervert and tease me endlessly.

“Hmmm. So it’s not a date? 

The girl seems to think it is.”

“Fine, let’s just say it’s a date and a shopping trip.”

“Hah! You unbelievable bastard.”

Volcan suddenly cursed at me.

I didn’t think I had done anything worthy of being called an unbelievable bastard, but whatever.

“So, what kind of bow do you use? I’ve never actually seen you fight from the backline.”

I fell into deep thought at his question.

Bow size wasn’t much of a disadvantage for me.

A longbow had high power and range but required more strength.

A shortbow had a faster firing rate.

With my current mana control, it wouldn’t make too much of a difference, but…

A shortbow might be better.

Whenever I used Hidden Space, I always had to take out my weapons.

Or, if I wanted to create a surprise variable in a fight, I had to make it visible first.

While I was lost in thought, Volcan gave me an incredulous look.

“…Why are you so deep in thought over a bow?”

“I’m just thinking about which type would suit me best.”

“You mean… which type of bow? What kind of bow do you use?”

“I just… shoot a bow.”

“That sounds like something an amateur would say.”

Volcan gave me a strange look.

“But since it’s you saying it, I can’t exactly ignore it.”

“As long as I shoot as well as anyone else, it shouldn’t matter.”

—

“…No, he shoots at least at the level of a Rank 3 Specialist Archer or higher.”

—

“WHAT?!”

Volcan’s face twisted in shock at Erme’s words.

A specialist archer—someone who dedicated their entire career to archery.

“That’s insane. Shouldn’t someone like that know what kind of bow they use?”

Volcan eyed me suspiciously.

Erme just smiled.

“Then why don’t we test it? There’s a shooting range here, after all.”

“Hmm…”

Volcan gave me a skeptical look but eventually nodded.

“Alright. If you’re as good as you claim, I’ll get you a top-tier bow from this place.”

He was offering me a high-quality bow just for showing my skills.

That old man is cunning.

Cunning?

This bet isn’t much of a loss for him. If you really have that level of skill, it strengthens the Adventurer’s Guild’s position. 

If not, all that happens is Erme loses a bit of credibility.

Rishiel explained matter-of-factly.

A bow like this only costs a few dozen gold coins. In return, he gets to confirm whether a skilled and reliable backliner is in their ranks. That’s a solid trade.

Is it really that important?

More precisely, skilled and trustworthy individuals are rare. Always remember—skill and character don’t always go hand in hand. Even the most gifted can have the worst morals.

Like you, Rishiel?

For a moment, Rishiel was speechless.

To be fair, our first meeting had been horrible.

Could it have been any worse?

Well, she was somewhat trustworthy now, at least.

“T-That… was uncalled for. My heart nearly stopped.”

You don’t even have a heart.

I ignored her grumbling and turned back to Volcan.

“Fine, let’s do it.”

Not like I had anything to lose.

The shooting range wasn’t too crowded.

It was a wide-open field with several training dummies set up at various distances.

“What do I have to do?”

“A Rank 3 Specialist Archer should be able to land solid hits from this distance.”

“Wait, so I don’t have to destroy the target?”

“Not necessarily. Even if a Rank 3 could break it, not every archer focuses on raw power. Some prioritize rapid shots over sheer strength.”

“Then”

“If you destroy the target, that’d be ideal.”

Volcan grinned.

Well, breaking it won’t be a problem.

But why did it feel like he was expecting something from me?

“Of course. I already recognize your talent. But if you prove yourself as an archer too, it’s a different story.”

“This is about reputation, isn’t it?”

“Exactly. In the end, it’s all about results.”

So, he wanted to push me forward.

I glanced around.

No one else was watching.

Then.

I might as well go all out.

I reached into my cloak as if drawing a bow.

Then, I pulled the string back, aiming at the target.

One arrow, locked on.

Charging Shot.

A surge of mana drained from my body.

A violet glow began to gather around the arrow.

Crackle, crackle.

Lightning flickered at the arrowhead.

…I didn’t activate that.

Was every skill I used now infused with Violet’s power?

I stayed calm, focused.

Purple lightning crackled at the tip of the arrow, energy condensing at the bowstring.

Whoosh!

A sound tore through the air.

Boom!

Followed by an earth-shaking crash.

A deafening thunderclap roared as the arrow hit.

The Level 3 Training Dummy—the one I was only supposed to damage.

Had been completely erased without a trace.


“……I told you to break it, not erase it from existence.”

Volcan sounded exhausted.

I had nothing to say.

I just stood there in silence.
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Volcan stared gloomily at the pile of scrap that used to be a training dummy.

Sure, I had accidentally destroyed it, but did he really have to look that dejected?

Was that really just “a little” too much force?

The thing had been completely reduced to nothing.

He sighed heavily.

Still, he was part of the Adventurer’s Guild.

He wouldn’t hold it against me, right?

A high-ranked adventurer like Volcan wouldn’t be that petty.

Then again…

That thing was pretty expensive.

And technically, he was the one who forced this test on me.

I had done nothing wrong!

“Haa… The guild leader is going to chew me out again.”

“Well, it can’t be helped.”

“…The guy who broke it says that so shamelessly…”

Volcan sighed again, exasperated.

Then, as if shaking off his frustration, he turned to me.

“But seriously, kid… you really are an expert-level archer.”

“Is that so?”

“But there’s one issue. That violet lightning of yours—it’s way too flashy.”

I silently nodded.

It wasn’t great for stealth.

But for long-range interception? 

There was nothing better.

“This time, attack me.”

“With everything I’ve got?”

“…Why do you look so excited all of a sudden? No, that last attack is off-limits.”

“Tch.”

“Did you just click your tongue at me?”

“Nope. Fine, I’ll try a sneak attack.”

I erased my presence and melted into the shadows.

Volcan watched with a look of admiration.

It’s broad daylight, so this isn’t ideal…

Even so, Thief’s Pinnacle completely concealed my position.

Volcan closed his eyes, standing still.

Hoo…

I sank deeper into the darkness.

To be honest, I wasn’t confident I could land a clean hit on Volcan.

My archery still isn’t good enough for that.

I focused.

Thief’s Pinnacle granted me near-supernatural dexterity.

Even the sound of the bowstring being drawn was completely silent.

I took aim.

Whoosh!

A nearly inaudible sound as the arrow sliced through the air.

Aimed straight for Volcan’s head.

“Not bad, kid.”

As expected, it was useless.

Tch, a miss.

“No… ‘not bad’ isn’t quite enough.”

Volcan looked impressed.

“Erme told me you were at least a Rank 3 Archer, so I had some expectations—”

“And?”

“You exceeded them. If you keep this up, I’d trust you to cover my back one day.”

“Not really interested in that.”

“Heh. Yeah, you don’t exactly seem like the social type.”

This old man…

I shot Volcan a dull look, but he just grinned.

“Alright, let’s pick out a bow. I’ll get you something you’ll like.”

“What kind?”

“A longbow.”

“A longbow, huh?”

“When you attacked, I noticed something. That violet arrow of yours was powerful, but your silent shots lacked force. You’re too quiet—so you should make up for it with a stronger hit.”

Erme nodded in agreement with Volcan’s reasoning.

She also seemed to think a longbow would be a better fit for me.

Well, I might as well trust the experts.

Even Thief’s Pinnacle seemed to agree.

A longbow was probably the right choice.

“Alright, let’s go pick one—”

“Wait a second!”

“Hm? What is it? If you’ve got something to say, say it quick.”

At Volcan’s words, Erme pulled out a cloth bundle.

At first glance, it looked like nothing special.

Just an ordinary piece of fabric.

But something’s off.

My instincts told me.

That cloth was definitely not ordinary.

Volcan narrowed his eyes, staring at the cloth bundle.

“This is…?”

“When Yuseong and I first arrived at The Cradle, we were ambushed by Seed Gatherers. We found this there.”

“…Tch. So those bastards are still lurking around?”

Volcan’s face twisted in irritation.

Ah, right—Erme had mentioned that someone would eventually explain the nails.

Was that supposed to be Volcan?

Well, if it was him, then I could probably trust what he had to say.

From what I had observed so far, he was one of the more reliable people around here.

“So, what exactly is it?”

“You should see for yourself.”

Erme unfolded the cloth.

Revealing.

A nail of unknown origin.

Just looking at it gave off an eerie feeling.

Volcan stared at it, his expression unreadable.

“You said Seed Gatherers, right?”

“Yes. The guild involved with scavengers. The one we fought was a Level 2 mage named Han Ul.”

Erme’s voice trembled slightly as she spoke.

Why is she so shaken?

Volcan was frowning, but…

He’s releasing his aura.

Aura?

I hadn’t noticed any particular movement from him.

Then again.

…It’s not that I can’t feel it.

Subconsciously, my own aura was pushing back against Volcan’s.

Erme had been trembling at first, but now she seemed fine.

She must have known how to use aura as well.

Is aura really that common?

What nonsense! 

Only an extremely small number of people can wield aura! 

The fact that you’re using it right now is completely abnormal!

Rishiel practically screamed in my head.

…She probably had a point.

One of us was a Sword King, a top-tier adventurer.

One of us was a monster who could challenge that level.

And then there was me.

The guy exploiting the system.

Looking at it that way, wielding aura didn’t seem like such a big deal.

While I was lost in thought, Volcan closed his eyes.

Then, he looked at both me and Erme.

“As a member of the Adventurer’s Guild, I want to thank you. I had no idea those bastards were still around.”

He smirked coldly and extended his hand to me.

“Show this to the workshop master. He’ll personally recommend the best bow and arrows for you.”

I had expected Volcan to guide me himself.

But given the circumstances, I decided to just accept it.

“In addition, I’ll cover up to 100 arrows for you.”

Tap, tap.

Erme nudged me and silently demanded that I nod.

So, I quickly nodded.

“And take this as well.”

“……Holy shit.”

The moment Volcan handed me something, Erme completely dropped her usual speech.

That’s rare.

She never spoke informally.

“Ahem, thank you. Not that I was expecting a reward, but—”

“Oh? Want me to take it back?”

“Whoa there! No way! The great Sword King gave me this, I’ll accept it gratefully!”

“Good. At least you’re honest.”

With that, Volcan disappeared.

Literally.

I blinked once.

And he was gone.

No traces of magic, no lingering mana.

Which meant.

He actually ran out of here on foot.

That old man’s a real monster.

I shook my head and looked down at what Volcan had left me.

“100 arrows, huh?”

That was about three full quivers.

If he placed a limit on it, that probably meant…

These arrows are insanely expensive.

Since arrows were small, modifying them likely took a lot of work.

Well, whatever.

In a good mood, I headed off to do some shopping.

Returning to the workshop, I found the place packed with adventurers.

I pulled my hood down low and headed toward the counter.

“How can I help you?”

“I was told to show this.”

I handed over the emblem Volcan had given me.

The staff member’s eyes widened in shock.

Immediately, they straightened up and greeted me with a respectful tone.

“We’ve confirmed your First-Class Recommendation Letter. What would you like to look at?”

“I was told I could buy a bow and 100 arrows.”

“100 arrows?”

The employee’s eyes widened again.

Erme quickly stepped in, showing the proof from Volcan.

“Oh, so you’re with the Sword King. Understood. I’ll assist you in purchasing a sword, a bow, and 100 arrows.”

With that, the staff member led us upstairs.

Unlike the crowded first floor, the second floor was quiet.

But nearly every adventurer up here was wearing insanely expensive gear.

I must have been staring a little too much.

Because Erme leaned in and whispered to me.

“The second floor is only for real adventurers.”

“Real adventurers?”

“Yeah. These are the ones the Adventurer’s Guild actually invests in. Unlike those who could turn into scavengers at any moment, these people receive careful support. And now that we’re here… that includes us too.”

Erme smiled brightly.

Then, she tugged at my arm.

“Come on, that one looks nice! Want to check it out?”

She pulled me toward a sleek, black-glossed bow.

“This is a bow used by Rank 3 Specialist Archers. It has a strong draw weight, so you need a lot of strength to—”

She glanced at me.

With my strength, I’d probably be fine.

“Can I try drawing it?”

“Of course.”

The employee nodded politely.

I picked up the bow and pulled the string.

Creaaaaak.

It was tough.

But not impossible.

About twice as hard as my old bow.

This bow was powerful, but silencing it completely would be difficult.

Still, I could minimize the noise.

It felt right.

I nodded in satisfaction, and the staff member smiled brightly.

“Then shall we check out the arrows?”

“What type are you looking for?”

“Do you have arrows that pair well with a longbow?”

“We have enchanted arrows as well.”

“Magical arrows… Hmm, I don’t think Yuseong needs those. He’d benefit more from high-quality metal arrows.”

“Then how about Moonsilver arrows?”

“Wait, you actually have those?”

“We have about ten. We also have Radiant Stone arrows… and—”

“What about Starmetal arrows? Even just a few?”

“We have some. In that case…”

Erme and the staff got deep into conversation.

I couldn’t fully keep up, but Thief’s Pinnacle helped me piece things together.

Radiant Stone absorbs light, making it excellent for stealth and assassinations.

Moonsilver possesses a purifying power that cleanses evil.

Starmetal is an ultra-rare material infused with starlight. 

It’s ten times stronger than regular steel and has extreme elasticity.

The price, however, is over 100 times that of normal metal.

Because Starmetal is so rarely produced, its value is astronomical.

Thanks to selling out Volcan, I ended up with some ridiculously expensive arrows.

“70 Radiant Stone arrows, 10 Moonsilver arrows, and 20 Starmetal arrows. That will be 30 gold coins.”

I groaned internally.

That’s an absurd amount of money.

And that was just for the arrows.

When I asked about the bow’s price, the employee gave me a polite, yet unsettling, smile.

“The bow costs 50 gold coins.”

“…Weapons for adventurers are insanely expensive.”

“Well, at this level, it’s comparable to Champion’s Sword.

Which meant I had just spent 50 gold in an instant.

My earnings from the last labyrinth run almost disappeared in one go.

Meeting Volcan had truly been a blessing.

After purchasing the bow and arrows, Erme also bought a sword.

A backup weapon, she claimed—

But it looked incredibly refined and well-crafted.

“It’s just a spare, but it’s the best sword I can use right now.”

She mentioned that it suited her better than Champion’s Sword.

With our shopping complete, we headed back to the inn.

I lounged on the inn’s bed, completely relaxed.

For the first time in a while, I was getting proper rest.

A well-deserved, sweet break.

I woke up lazily the next morning.

I had a delicious breakfast, then wandered around town with Erme in the afternoon.

…Now that I think about it, Erme’s been paying for everything.

From an outsider’s perspective, did I look like some freeloading kept man?

Is this… the life of a kept man?

Realizing this made me feel a little guilty.

But at the same time.

It felt… really…

Good.

Honestly, I wouldn’t mind playing the role of a kept man for ten years or so.

Okay, maybe not.

Erme was investing in me, after all.

After a full day of relaxing, Sunday arrived.


Today, our party—including Rozanté—was supposed to enter the labyrinth again.

But then.

“The labyrinth is closed?”

Apparently, something major had happened.



 
  
    Chapter 31: Bet – 1


Rustle, rustle.

The hum of white noise filled a room that appeared to be an office.

A neat and orderly space. In it, a woman was filling out documents.

‘Abnormal phenomenon detected. Monsters from the 1st to the 5th floor are exhibiting irregular behavior.’

‘Suspected cause: Hidden Room located on the 6th floor.’

‘Discovery of the 5.5th floor. A certain monster appeared there, triggering a transformation in all floor monsters above the 5th floor.’

“Hmm.”

The woman scanned the documents.

She was already aware that something had gone wrong in the labyrinth. 

The survival rate in this particular instance had plummeted.

‘Newcomers do tend to die frequently within their first week…’

But this time, the death rate was unnaturally high.

It was only logical to assume that some major incident had occurred inside the labyrinth. 

The “Scavengers” running wild wouldn’t be enough to cause such an immense impact.

‘Those bugs can’t even take down a goblin.’

Vermin feeding off the guild.

Perhaps it was time to finally eradicate them.

They should have been wiped out long ago.

‘If it weren’t for those meddlesome fools getting in the way…’

Back then, she had no choice but to delay.

But now, the time had come to collect the “taxes.”

It was also the perfect opportunity to expel those vagrants from The Cradle.

Just as she was about to organize her thoughts regarding the matter.

Bang!

The door swung open violently.

The woman frowned and turned to face the one who had entered.

“They’ve appeared.”

“Get lost. Don’t bother me.”

“There’s a problem.”

“I heard some guy was being trained on the 1st floor. Go waste your time on him instead.”

“Rebellion. They’ve shown themselves.”

“Them? And what kind of nonsense are they up to this time?”

“They’re calling it ‘Sprout Cutting’—hunting down rookie adventurers.”

“Heh, them? Why would they bother with that?”

“That aside, there’s something else.”

“What is it?”

“This.”

Volcan pulled out the ominous-looking nail he had received from Erme.

The woman’s gaze turned icy.

“What is that?”

“Not sure. Given that it’s a nail, it looks like it was meant to pin something down.”

“It’s a Wraithbound Nail. Once driven in, it traps the lingering spirits of those who die near it.”

“That?”

“That’s something the Demon King’s Army used. But why is it here?”

The woman, known as the Guild Master, stared at the Wraithbound Nail.

“Who brought this in? They must be quite skilled.”

“……?”

“Why are you tilting your head? Do you know why this nail is such a headache? Once it’s planted, unless you’re a highly skilled mage or archer specialized in detection, you won’t be able to find it.”

“He had good detection abilities too?”

Volcan was taken aback.

He already suspected that the guy was hiding more than just one or two things.

‘He was said to be at least a Level 3 specialist archer.’

That statement now felt even more unsettling.

The violet bow that unleashed that single, devastating shot.

There was no way a Level 3 could produce that kind of power.

To wield such strength.

‘He’d have to be at least Level 4.’

Falsifying one’s level within The Cradle was strictly forbidden.

Even if he were just an archer, possessing that much power would be astonishing.

But the truth was.

He was, at his core, a swordsman.

Volcan had confirmed that with his own eyes. And yet, his stealth skills were impeccable.

Even Volcan himself, unless he concentrated, could barely sense his presence.

‘And now you’re telling me he has exceptional detection skills too?’

Just what is this guy?

As Volcan pondered Han Yuseong, the Guild Master spoke.

“Did you properly reward the one who brought this in? No, even if you did, I doubt you realized how serious this is.”

“I already compensated him. Just leave it be.”

“What did you give him?”

“A Level 3-restricted bow from Archel’s workshop, 100 arrows, and a sword.”

“…Hah.”

“You settled it with just that kind of reward?”

“You don’t understand. He has plenty already.”

“…With your own eyes?”

The Guild Master quietly studied Volcan.

The man staring back at her was steadfast.

Volcan had an exceptionally high standard.

He was notorious for refusing to take on disciples, finding most people unworthy.

He had even rejected a prince of the empire.

“They might act that way, but that’s just the worry of an old man. They don’t want to rely on weapons.”

“You’re getting old too.”

“I don’t need to hear that from someone older than me.”

“…Enough.”

The Guild Master cut herself off mid-sentence and stopped writing.

She had just realized something strange about what Volcan had said earlier.

‘Wait a minute…’

She hadn’t slept in the past week due to paperwork.

She had been practically living in this office for nearly a month.

The exhaustion from such a grueling schedule had delayed her realization.

“A Level 3 weapon from Archel’s workshop?”

“Clicking your tongue? Hah, you really are getting old. You only just noticed?”

Volcan grinned.

The Guild Master looked at him, her eyes trembling.

“That shouldn’t be possible. Someone only skilled in detection… Wait, don’t tell me—you didn’t know they had exceptional detection skills until now?”

“I had no idea before now.”

“…Then…”

Volcan had always valued skill above all else.

Which meant the ones who discovered this Wraithbound Nail weren’t just your average “genius.”

‘There are people like that.’

The once-in-a-century prodigies.

The kind that had already secured positions within the Empire, the Kingdoms, and the Adventurer’s Guild—people he never bothered to concern himself with.

‘But now you’re telling me there are two more of them?’

And if even Volcan was paying attention to them, that meant there was a high possibility they’d be drawn into the Adventurer’s Guild.

“Their names?”

“One’s Erme. The other is a guy named Han Yuseong.”

Volcan’s words burned the two names into the Guild Master’s mind.

“Ah, be careful with one of them.”

“One of them?”

“The swordsman. He’s got violet eyes—you’ll recognize him instantly.”

“His name?”

“Han Yuseong. That guy’s hiding his real strength.”

“…He’s hiding his strength? Even in front of you?”

Volcan fell into thought.

Even now, that guy was still hiding something.

Which meant.

‘He’s deliberately concealing his true power.’

Hiding one’s true strength in front of him was arrogant.

But he liked that arrogance.

More than anything, if they had met on the battlefield, that guy might have been able to wound him.

Failing to recognize such a person would mean his own judgment was flawed.

“I really don’t know what to make of him. Even I can’t see everything.”

“So that’s why you came to me?”

“Something like that.”

“…I’ll look into it.”

“Oh, and if you find anything, let Hilda know.”

“Don’t overwork her too much.”

“Hah, that’s none of your concern.”

After sending Volcan off, the Guild Master flipped through the documents.

A list of recently joined adventurers.

There, she found the names Volcan had mentioned.

Han Yuseong. 

And Erme.

Their potential ranking was listed as B+.

That meant they had the capability to grow into high-ranking adventurers in the future.

But the Guild Master erased the B+ with magic.

And rewrote it.

S.

It had been over a thousand years since the labyrinth first appeared.

And in all that time, the Adventurer’s Guild had only ever granted an S-rank to fewer than twenty people.

‘I trust Volcan’s judgment, but…’

She had to see it with her own eyes to believe it.

But if even half of what Volcan said was true.

Thud.

She stamped the S-rank designation and stood up.

“Munch, munch.”

Erme sat in the inn, diligently munching on bread.

But something about her felt… off.

‘Normally, she’d be running around like crazy by now.’

On days they entered the labyrinth, Erme would usually be the busiest, making sure everything was prepared for the party.

Yet today.

She looked oddly relaxed.

Almost as if they weren’t in a hurry to enter the labyrinth at all.

‘Well, I don’t mind taking it slow.’

I dipped the bread into my soup and stuffed it into my mouth.

“Shall we head out soon?”

After packing up her bags, Erme spoke.

I, on the other hand, traveled light.

Thanks to Hidden Space, I didn’t need to carry much, and I had plenty of items tucked away inside my coat.

‘At the very least, I don’t want anyone to know I have a subspace storage ability.’

That’s why I deliberately carried my bow around.

And two swords as well.

With everything ready, Erme and I left the inn and made our way to the Adventurer’s Guild.

The front of the guild was packed with people.

There were always a lot of people here, but today felt… different.

‘It feels like they’re stuck waiting because they can’t get inside.’

Was that really the case?

A massive crowd had gathered at the entrance of the Adventurer’s Guild.

And among them, I spotted Glasses, Theresa, and Rozanté.

Glasses was frowning, as usual. 

Theresa remained expressionless.

And Rozanté…

‘Huh? She looks surprisingly normal today.’

She stood there, fidgeting nervously with her hands clasped together.

“Hey.”

“Good morning. But what’s going on this early?”

“Something happened in the labyrinth. Seems like exploration will be difficult today.”

“…Oh.”

Rozanté let out a small sigh.

“There were already strange rumors spreading since yesterday. People are saying that a lot of adventurers who entered the labyrinth this time… disappeared.”

“I doubt they all just died, but… seeing how this turned into such a big deal, something definitely happened. We should be careful.”

“So, what do we do?”

Theresa’s blue eyes turned to me.

Looking around, it was clear that everyone was waiting for my opinion.

‘If the labyrinth itself changed, they’ll probably send in high-ranking adventurers to investigate. We won’t need to get involved.’

I came up with the best excuse I could, and the others nodded, seeming convinced.

It made sense, after all.

‘Was that goblin’s intelligence a result of the labyrinth’s change?’

If so, when would we be allowed to enter again?

I glanced at my companions.

Rozanté was a priest, so she could always make money somehow.

‘The problem is Glasses and Theresa.’

Theresa looked like she was in desperate need of money.

She always gave up her share of the loot without complaint.

Glasses seemed to have some savings, but after getting completely cleaned out last time, he didn’t look particularly comfortable either.

‘It’d be best if we could enter the labyrinth again soon.’

But unfortunately, today wasn’t looking good.

Just as I was about to turn away.

“Where do you think you’re going, little brats?”

Volcan stood before us, grinning.

“…What is it, old man?”

“What else? I came to get you guys.”

“…You mean us?”

“You’re a lot bolder than you look. The moment I arrived, you had this ‘Oh, here he comes’ look on your face.”

“Hehe… Well, before anything else, how about we head inside?”

“Bold indeed. You should be careful—he’s a lot more cunning than he seems… No, actually, since you’ve already been bitten by that absolute bastard, maybe you’re safer now?”

“…A bastard, really?”

“If you asked anyone about the kind of things you pull, they’d agree. Just look at her, dazed and stumbling around.”

What the hell is he talking about?

I turned to Erme, who blinked a few times before simply grinning and dragging me inside.

The atmosphere felt a little strange, but…

‘There’s no way, right?’

“It’s just his delusions,” Glasses muttered, dismissing the conversation.

I ignored it too and stepped inside.

There were a lot of people, but we used Volcan as a shield to push through.

Inside, the Adventurer’s Guild was noticeably less crowded than usual—much more comfortable.

And…

‘They’re all… strong.’

The sheer level of power inside was overwhelming.

Judging by the pressure they gave off, many of them seemed even stronger than Rishiel.

Among them, a blond-haired man with a relaxed demeanor approached us, grinning.

“Hey, old man. What’s with the brats?”

“They seem more useful than you. Introduce yourself—this kid’s going to catch up to you in less than a year.”

“Nice to meet you. I’m—wait a second, haven’t we met before?”

“You and Erme saw these adventurers on the first day in the labyrinth.”

“That was their first day? Oh, right… That kid who sensed Rohan’s Shade Step?”

“…Hoo? What’s this about?”

Hearing something interesting, Volcan cut into the conversation.

“Old man, have you already marked this one? It’d be a problem if you scouted someone we were trying to recruit for Dawn’s First Light.”

“Hmm? You invited him first?”

“We asked him to join on the first day. He’d be perfect as Rohan’s successor. A scout with exceptional detection skills isn’t easy to find, you know?”

The blond man grinned and turned to look at our party members.

“My name is Alex. Nice to meet you.”

A quiet voice cut through the air.

“Does it even matter?”

Turning toward the speaker, I saw a violet-haired woman.

Her glowing eyes stood out.

She wore a fur coat over a black sleeveless top and long black pants.

And in her hand.

A staff.

“…Viola.”

Alex let out a small sigh.

“This labyrinth event is important. Do you know how many times I’ve seen clueless brats get involved and ruin everything?”

“This time, it’s different. I brought them.” Volcan’s voice was firm.

Viola smirked.

“I prefer to trust my own judgment. For example—”

She lifted a small golden orb in her hand.

“If he can take this from me, I’ll believe it.”

“A test, huh?”

Volcan chuckled, amused.

“But if he refuses, would that mean he’s challenging my authority?”

“Oh, come on. I just want to be sure. You did bring a bunch of rookies, after all. They haven’t even been together for a full week, have they?”

…How does she know that?

Well, this might be fun.

“Yuseong?”

Erme looked at me.

I glanced at the orb in Viola’s hand and smirked.

“That looks pretty nice. Can I just keep it?”

“…How ridiculous. Do you even know what that is? This orb can save a person’s life—just once.”

Viola sneered.

“But sure, go ahead and try, kid. I’ll be serious about this. If you manage to take it, it’s yours.”

Her expression hardened.

As mana surged around her.

I calmly activated Absolute Theft.

A strange sensation.

It felt as though my hand had disappeared into nothingness.

And then, something landed in my palm.

[Artifact Identified]

Amulet of Protection

Nullifies one lethal attack.

Recharges over time.

…A solid relic.

Definitely useful.

I smiled at Viola.

And before anyone realized what had happened, the golden orb was already in my hand.

“…H-Huh? W-What?!”


“Thanks. I’ll make good use of it.”

“U-Uh… Uhahaha!”

Viola let out a stunned laugh, while Volcan roared with amusement behind us.

Leaving them behind, we headed further inside.



 
  
    Chapter 32: Bet – 2


“Khahaha! Kahahahaha!”

“N-Nooo!!”

Volcan roared with laughter.

While a certain mage was reaching out toward me in pure despair.

The reason? 

Simple.

I had effortlessly won the bet against her.

“W-What was that technique?!”

Rishiel, completely stunned.

And the others were staring at me as well—

Their eyes practically screaming, ‘What the hell did he just do to steal that?!’

“W-What? How did the golden orb end up in Yuseong’s hand?!”

“Shh.”

Marcel was flustered, but.

Erme simply raised a finger to her lips, signaling him to be quiet.

Only then did Marcel shut his mouth and remain silent.

Meanwhile, Volcan let out a hearty laugh before stepping toward me.

“What was that technique just now?”

“Trade secret.”

“Quite the ability you have… and quite the dangerous one.”

He added the last part in such a low voice that even I could barely hear it.

A warning—use it wisely.

I gave him a small nod in acknowledgment and turned toward the inner section of the Adventurer’s Guild.

…Or at least, I tried to.

“You… you…!”

The woman from earlier—Viola, was it?

She stood in my path, blocking me.

Violet eyes, violet hair.

Her once-beautiful expression was now utterly crumbling.

I stared at her indifferently.

And she flinched.

“…Yo.”

Her voice was so tiny that I couldn’t hear her.

I raised an eyebrow, silently urging her to speak up.

Then, with her face buried in her collar and her ears burning red.

“…P-Please give it back…”

She said it.

I almost felt like I was bullying her.

‘Funny, considering it was supposed to be the other way around.’

I glanced around.

The surrounding adventurers were all watching with interest in their eyes.

“That guy’s seriously something, huh?”

“Heh, Viola always acted so high and mighty, but look at her now.”

Normally, newcomers wouldn’t receive this kind of attention.

Which meant… Viola must have been a real piece of work in social settings.

‘Yeah, that tracks.’

She had immediately looked down on us for being rookies and even challenged Volcan’s authority.

Even if Volcan didn’t care.

‘It was annoying.’

For some reason, it really pissed me off.

So when she provoked us first.

‘I made sure to provoke her right back.’

Of course, I hadn’t expected her to fall for it this hard.

The golden orb had looked valuable, but I hadn’t realized just how good it actually was.

Sniff… sniff…

Viola looked up at me, her eyes on the verge of tears.

See? Who told you to pick a fight?

But…

‘She does look a little pitiful.’

Just a little. 

Very little.

Of course, that didn’t mean I was going to give the amulet back.

It was obviously an amazing item.


‘It prevents fatal injuries.’

And it even recharges over time.

This was practically the equivalent of carrying an extra life.

So.

‘I should return her words right back at her.’

I flashed a bright smile.

Viola must have sensed something, because she froze.

Her dumbfounded expression somehow made me feel a little uneasy.

‘Her face is pretty, at least. Makes for a nice scene.’

Still, I spoke without hesitation.

“Apologies, but our party has only been together for a week.”

“…H-Huh?”

“As fresh newcomers, we feel a little out of place here… So thank you for such a precious gift.”

That should be enough to leave a good impression.

“Puhaha! Hahahahaha!”

Beside me, Volcan laughed so hard that he nearly doubled over, slamming me on the back.

Meanwhile, Viola looked completely shattered, as if her whole world had just collapsed.

See? 

Who told you to act all high and mighty?

…That being said, this old man hits pretty damn hard.

“Ah, that was a rare sight! Now I can rest easy. You lot should be fine even on the 1st floor.”

“Yeah, at that level, you’ll be able to escape most dangerous situations.”

The man who introduced himself as Alex studied me closely.

Then turned his gaze to my party members, his eyes glinting with interest.

“The rest of them don’t look half bad either. Oh? Isn’t that the priest we tried to recruit last time?”

“H-Haha, hello…!”

Rozanté stepped forward, smiling awkwardly.

She got a recruitment offer?

Not surprising.

She was strong enough to fight in the vanguard, but she could heal as well.

‘A rare talent.’

Paladins who could stand on the front lines were already uncommon.

And in her case, her divine power was especially strong.

‘Not to mention…’

Priests in this world felt pain when healing others.

Rozanté, however, reacted differently—she described it as overwhelming pleasure.

Well…

‘Pleasure can also drive a person insane, in its own way.’

I looked at Rozanté with that thought in mind.

She suddenly reached for my sleeve and whispered,

“D-Don’t worry. I have no intention of leaving this party.”

She winked at me.

A horribly awkward wink.

It was so off that I had no idea how to react.

So I just nodded and left it at that.

Then, I turned to Volcan.

“Old man, what do you think?”

“Hmm? About what?”

“This party. It looks pretty solid, don’t you think?”

“It’s too soon to tell. I’ve seen plenty of talented people crash and burn before they could reach their full potential.”

“Well… that’s true.”

Alex gave me a complicated look.

Like an investor eyeing a stock that’s about to skyrocket—debating whether to buy in early.

But given the current circumstances.

He must have decided to hold off.

Instead, he handed me a piece of paper.

“If you survive the labyrinth today, contact me. I can recommend you to Dawn’s First Light.”

“You mean… you want our whole party to join?”

“Well, I doubt it’ll happen, but sure.”

Alex shrugged.

“Hoohoohoo…”

Erme let out a mysterious chuckle.

…What’s with that reaction?

We should form a clan.

Rishiel’s voice echoed in my mind.

“A clan?”

Yes. 

You, Han Yuseong, are a valuable asset. 

Your party members are remarkable. 

And you even have Sally, a Mage Hero Candidate. 

Joining another clan wouldn’t be a bad choice, but… staying together as a party, as clanmates, would be even better.

I silently agreed.

Rather than joining an existing powerhouse.

It might be better to become one.

“Ahaha, I feel like I just made your party’s bond even stronger by talking to you.”

“Well, clans have their own sense of unity too, don’t they?”

“Hah, don’t underestimate Dawn’s First Light. We’re one of the pillars of this place.”

“Heh. But, you know what they say—’an unshaken stone is the one to fear.'”

A sharp tension crackled between Alex and Erme.

I turned to Volcan instead.

“Hmm, it’s about time.”

“Time?”

“Get moving, kids. The person we’re about to meet isn’t someone you can take lightly.”

“…Who exactly are we meeting?”

“The Guild Master. One of the rulers of The Cradle.”

The Cradle

A paradise for adventurers.

A graveyard for countless fools.

Many have made fortunes here—rising from nothing to become legends.

But beneath their feet.

Lie the corpses of countless adventurers.

And that’s not all.

The Cradle.

It was where knights, mages, and all kinds of warriors gathered.

Because the labyrinth granted the power to level up.

Once, only the Heroes destined to fight the Demon King could wield such power.

But now, anyone—even common adventurers—could grow stronger simply by slaying monsters.

This caused a massive power surge across humanity and other races alike.

With this newfound strength, people could slay demons and even challenge the Demon King with ease.

But because of its importance.

Being the Guild Master of this place required more than just strength.

They had to be politically savvy, possess sharp judgment, and understand their opponents’ intentions.

Volcan had warned us.

“The Guild Master is a monster in every sense of the word. Be careful—no amount of caution is too much.”

“…If we meet them, should we be worried?”

“They probably won’t bother with you. But still, it’s better to be prepared.”

“…That makes sense.”

“Just don’t be fooled by appearances. That one’s lived for at least half a millennium.”

“…Half a millennium?”

Erme tilted her head in confusion.

Volcan nodded.

“A monster among monsters. Some rumors even claim they’ve lived over a thousand years. Ah—looks like we’re here.”

Before us stood a massive conference hall.

Inside, many people had already taken their seats.

“Took you long enough. But I suppose I did get to see something amusing, so I’ll let it slide.”

“Don’t worry. The meeting hasn’t started yet.”

A voice as seductive as silk whispered into my ear.

I turned.

And was met with crimson eyes and red hair.

A woman whose colors matched perfectly with.

‘…A Chinese dress?’

That was an Eastern-style outfit.

Lucia’s eyes sparkled as she looked at me.

“Yuseong, it’s been a while.”

“…Didn’t we just meet recently? Also, I don’t like stalkers.”

“Oh my, a stalker? How rude. This is just a coincidence~.”

Even her voice, laced with amusement, carried an irresistible allure.

And I was left utterly bewildered.

‘Why the hell is this woman…?’

Then, it hit me.

Of course.

She was Lucia Filihart, the Execution Princess.

A name that struck fear into many.

She was undoubtedly one of the top-ranking adventurers here.

Still seated, Lucia crossed her legs, resting her chin on one hand as she gazed at me.

“What a shame. I was hoping to party with you this time, Yuseong.”

“Our level gap is too big. That’d be difficult, wouldn’t it?”

“With your skill, I’m sure you’ll climb up soon enough. I’ll be waiting until then~.”

She ignored Erme entirely, waving at me with an elegant, flirtatious motion.

“Quite the popular man, aren’t you?”

“It’s not exactly a good thing.”

“Of course not. Not when it’s her showing interest…”

Hearing Volcan say that only made it more unsettling.

We moved as far away from Lucia as possible and took our seats.

Looking around.

The people here were ridiculously strong.

If I had to guess, we were the weakest party in this entire room.

‘Why did Volcan bring us here?’

Even compared to the second-weakest party, the difference was huge.

People weren’t staring openly, but I could feel their eyes on us.

“…Uugh…”

Hearing a strange noise, I turned my head.

And.

‘What the hell—?!’

I almost cursed out loud.

I had been caught off guard.

Because the thing that smiled back at me.

Was absolutely terrifying.

Viola was sitting two seats away from me.

Next to her was a man.

Who turned to me with a slightly awkward expression.

“I apologize. My little sister caused a scene.”

“It’s fine.”

In fact, it was more than fine.

Because thanks to that little scene—

I had secured an extra life.

‘She’s not going to ask for it back, right?’

Contrary to my worries, the man spoke in a firm voice.

“About that amulet.”

“I’m sorry, but I have no intention of returning it.”

“No, actually—please don’t give it back.”

…Huh?

He sighed.

“She’s always been arrogant. She’s never truly failed at anything—just kept succeeding over and over.

She needed to be humbled at least once.

It’s a shame, but… there are plenty of ways to protect one’s life.

So honestly, I should be thanking you.”

‘…What kind of personality is this?’

Shouldn’t he be furious that I took his sister’s item?

But no—this guy seemed genuinely relieved.

“Here. This is my card.”

He handed me a small card.

“If you survive the labyrinth today, come find me. I’ll treat you to a meal.”

A restaurant name and directions were printed on it, along with his name.

Nation.

He extended a hand with a smile.

“Anyway, I’ll be counting on you.”

I shook his hand in return.


“Likewise.”

And with that.

“Welcome, everyone.”

The Guild Master had arrived.
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The Cradle had one guild.

And beneath it, countless clans operated.

The only organization deserving the title of “guild” was the Adventurer’s Guild itself.

Its power was immense.

With its adventurers alone, it could crush an entire kingdom in an instant.

And at its helm.

The ruler of The Cradle.

The Guild Master.

She was a woman with a cold, commanding presence.

If Lucia’s hair was a deep crimson, like freshly spilled blood.

Then this woman’s hair was a raging inferno, burning vivid and wild.

Her eyes gleamed with an unusual golden hue.

Not just gold, but something closer to a reptilian gaze.

Click, click.

Her heels echoed against the floor as she walked.

And her gaze lingered on me for a brief moment.

‘…Was that my imagination?’

It felt like her attention had lingered on me just a little longer than the others.

But before I could think further, she took her seat at the head of the table.

“It’s been a while since we’ve gathered.”

Her voice was weary.

Yet unlike Volcan’s, it carried a weight of absolute authority.

The kind of charisma that made people instinctively follow her without question.

‘…A Gift?’

Most likely.

Because for a split second, even I felt the urge to obey her.

“Let’s keep this brief. Everyone’s busy, and we have more important matters at hand.”

“Anomalies have begun appearing on floors 1 through 5 of the labyrinth.”

“Specifically, the monsters have started exhibiting higher intelligence.

Boss monsters with command over others have started appearing.”

“And most importantly.”

“Our ‘scavengers’—the ones we rely on to control dungeon flow—have been dying in large numbers.”

“Because of that, the Guild has decided to intervene.”

“The labyrinth will be sealed temporarily. Floors 1 through 5 will be investigated to determine the cause.”

“That is why you were all summoned.”

The Guild Master’s gaze swept over us, completely indifferent.

“Any questions?”

A hand was raised.

“How long will the investigation take?”

“Unknown. We plan to resolve this as soon as possible, which is why we’ve gathered our top adventurers.”

“But… the highest-ranking adventurers aren’t here, are they?”

“No. They’ve all entered The Abyss.”

“Ugh…”

The Abyss.

The term used to refer to everything below the 20th floor of the labyrinth.

Only adventurers on Volcan’s level or higher were permitted to enter.

It was a place where absolute teamwork was required.

One wrong move—one failure to follow a party leader’s orders.

Could result in complete annihilation.

‘If even people like Volcan struggle to survive there…’

Then calling it The Abyss was more than fitting.

It was also the reason why the Empire and the Kingdoms weren’t overly concerned about the Demon King.

Because if all the adventurers exploring The Abyss gathered together.

They could easily wipe out an entire army of heroes from a thousand years ago.

That was the scale of their power.

“In any case, this is a high-priority request. I expect everyone to give it their all.”

“A high-priority request for floors 1 through 5? The Guild must be in a real hurry.”

“Well, if it’s high-ranked, we’ll earn a lot of contribution points.”

The adventurers chatted casually.

Most of them explored beyond the 10th floor, so a low-level investigation didn’t faze them at all.

‘I could probably handle the 1st floor by myself, too.’

That said.

Not everyone seemed at ease.

Erme had a serious look on her face.

‘That’s… a little concerning.’

If someone like her looked uneasy, then there was real danger ahead.

“If there are no further questions, you’re all dismissed. Carry out your missions.”

With that, the Guild Master left the hall.

The remaining adventurers exchanged brief greetings, then began dispersing.

‘The atmosphere isn’t tense at all…’

Most of them weren’t worried—they even called this a lucky mission.

That’s when Volcan spoke up.

“Brats, you should be thanking me for this one.”

“I don’t know… This doesn’t feel right.”

“What, your gut feeling is bad?”

Volcan looked genuinely shocked by my words.

Then, for some reason.

His expression turned serious.

Like he was actually considering my instincts.

“If it were anyone else, I’d just tell them to stop spouting nonsense…”

…Why does he trust my gut feeling so much?

Even I found his reaction a bit unsettling.

“So, Yuseong… You’re feeling uneasy about this too?”

Erme’s voice cut in.

…Too?

I wasn’t reading the situation—I was just reading her expression.

“Are you nervous? If so, you’re welcome to join my party instead.”

Lucia’s sultry voice flowed smoothly as she waved at me.

Before I could react.

Erme stepped forward, blocking my path.

Her stance was clear.

A silent refusal.

“Sorry, but Yuseong isn’t some object to be passed around.”

“Oh my, I never said he was~… Or do you feel guilty about something?”

“Ah, my apologies. I’ve just been a little on edge lately—there’s been someone following Yuseong around, you see.”

Lucia smiled.

“Well then, I suppose I’ll see you later.”

She waved and walked off.

As soon as she was gone, Erme grumbled.

“Ugh. That woman seriously gives me bad vibes.”

“You’re probably the only one who could talk to the Execution Princess like that.”

Glasses adjusted his lenses as he spoke to Erme.

Behind him, Theresa silently nodded in agreement.

‘What exactly happened between them for them to react this strongly?’

A small curiosity sparked in my mind.

“Shall we get going?”

At Erme’s words, our party all nodded.

We headed downstairs, where the five of us inscribed our marks.

And then, we stepped toward the portal leading to the labyrinth.

The moment we entered.

I felt it.

‘Something’s… off.’

My senses sharpened.

My body temperature dropped slightly.

Everything felt.

‘Different.’

The instant I stepped inside, a chilling realization struck me.

A faint, foreboding scent in the air.

As if.

‘I might actually die today.’

“W-What is this…?”

“W-Was the labyrinth always this terrifying?”

Glasses and Rozanté spoke in turn.

They felt it too.

Theresa’s brows furrowed slightly in discomfort.

“Something definitely feels different.”

I nodded.

“Last time I came alone, the goblins were acting strangely.”

“How exactly?”

“They were setting traps, luring people in, and moving in coordinated groups.”

“Wait… don’t goblins usually do that?”

“Not like this.

It was far more… professional.”

Glasses frowned, deep in thought.

I could tell he was rethinking whether we should even be here.

But now wasn’t the time for hesitation.

“Let’s set a clear objective.”

“An objective?”

I swept my gaze across the surroundings.

Before answering.

“Survival.

That’s the only goal.”

Our party was weak.

We had only ended up here by chance.

‘They probably don’t expect much from us.’

Some people took this incident seriously, but no one here believed we would make any significant contributions.

Most likely, they just brought us along to introduce us to the higher ranks—to establish connections.

‘Still, we need to achieve something.’

As long as it didn’t put our lives at risk.

“There’s something you all need to be careful of.”

Erme gathered the party and spoke in a hushed voice.

“What is it?”

“If you see anyone acting strangely… or as if they’ve been possessed, do not hesitate. Run. Immediately.”

Her tone was firm—almost commanding.

Erme was usually careful when making suggestions, but this time, her words bordered on an order.

Everyone must have noticed the seriousness, because their expressions hardened as they nodded.

“And one more thing. If we get separated in here…

Do not trust anyone you meet again.”

“Just in case, let’s set up a verification method.”

“A… verification method?”

Glasses asked, and Erme nodded firmly.

“No words—only a sign. Draw an X on your wrist and wear this band over it.”

She quickly handed out bands and used a marker to draw an X on each of our wrists.

‘So whatever we’re up against… it can mimic party members?’

If Erme was emphasizing this much, then there was no doubt about it.

I tightened the band over the X on my wrist.

…But then, a strange sense of déjà vu hit me.

‘…I’ve seen this before.’

Where?

I couldn’t remember.

“As party leader, I have one last thing to say.”

“Our goal is exploration, But above all else, prioritize your own survival.”

“Ah, got it.”

Erme repeated herself multiple times—urging everyone to protect their own lives first.

It was unlike her, and it put everyone on edge.

Rozanté, however, looked touched.

“At least we have a leader with a conscience.”

“Why?”

“My last party only cared about results.

They saw sacrificing party members as just part of their success.”

I frowned.

“And… what happened to them?”

“They cared too much about results… and got stabbed in the back by their own party members.”

Well, that figured.

‘In the labyrinth, no one really knows what happens inside.’

“Alright, let’s move out. Yuseong, if you notice anything—even the smallest thing—tell us immediately.”

“Got it.”

I took the lead.

Theresa followed behind me, with Glasses and Rozanté in the middle.

Erme took the rear.

“Let’s go.”

We stepped forward—into the darkness.

We hadn’t been walking long before I noticed something off.

The labyrinth was unnaturally quiet.

Normally, we would have at least heard distant battle sounds by now.

‘Maybe there just aren’t many adventurers here today?’

Most of the weaker adventurers had already been expelled.

Right now, the only ones in the labyrinth were Level 3 or higher.

Which meant even the weakest among them were far stronger than me.

That level of firepower would wipe out monsters instantly, leaving no time for prolonged fights.

That could explain the silence.

But something still felt wrong.

We kept moving.

Then, Rozanté spoke up.

“The labyrinth is too quiet.”

“Yeah. This level of silence is unnatural.”

“It’s probably because of the high-ranking adventurers.”

Erme shared my theory, but…

She was clearly tense.

‘Why is she so on edge? What exactly happened in this labyrinth?’

‘If even Erme is this anxious… we need to be careful.’

‘This labyrinth is strange today.’

‘…I know.’

Rishiel’s voice echoed in my head.

“Never take labyrinth anomalies lightly. Every time something changes, there are always casualties.”

‘Understood.’

The moment even she felt the need to warn me.

I found myself automatically tensing up.

Our party moved with caution, carefully advancing.

And then.

I smelled it.

Blood.

And something worse.

A rancid, nauseating stench.

The entire area was drenched in blood.

It was as if an entire massacre had taken place.

Something was wrong.

If there had been this much blood, then there should have been bodies.

But.

‘There are none.’

Only blood.

Nothing else.

That was what made it so unsettling.

If high-ranking adventurers had killed goblins, their corpses should be here.

But why would they take the bodies?

There were better things to loot than goblin corpses.

And then.

That unnatural silence settled in again.

I didn’t have to wonder for long.

Because that’s when I saw it.

A severed head, lying on the ground.

Nothing below it.

Just a head, placed neatly in the middle of the blood-soaked floor.

And I recognized this person.

Because he had been kind to me at the Guild.

Because he had introduced himself as—

“Nation.”

Viola’s older brother.


The man who had thanked me for humbling his sister.

His face was frozen in shock.

As if he hadn’t even realized how he died.

And now, only his head remained.
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Nation.

There hadn’t been much of a direct confrontation with him, but his personality seemed decent. 

He was straightforward and willing to admit his mistakes.

I thought he was a good guy.

‘His level seemed pretty high too.’

Estimated level: roughly 3.

That meant he was about the same as Rishiel or somewhere around that range.

— I’ve only just reached level 3, but that guy was different.

Rishiel had said that to me in a way that sounded almost like an excuse.

But that wasn’t the important part.

‘Someone like that died on the first floor.’

I looked around again. 

Blood had splattered everywhere, staining the surroundings. 

That was all there was to see.

However, with Thief’s Pinnacle, I could get a rough idea of what kind of battle had taken place here.

Summing it all up.

‘There aren’t any real signs of a battle.’

A chill ran down my spine.

Nation was level 3.

And that woman in his party, Viola—if she wasn’t strong, there was no way I could have taken the Talisman of Protection from her.

People of that caliber were defeated without even putting up a proper fight?

“…Let’s take the head first.”

Erme spoke in a trembling voice.

Her face had turned deathly pale. Then, with an urgency in her voice, she added,

“It looks like whatever caused this is still nearby, so for now—”

“It’s gone.”

I cut Erme off.

For a while now, I had been feeling something strange.

Blood had splattered in every direction, but it had also dried up.

That was what felt so off.

‘…This labyrinth isn’t in its normal state right now.’

It was like the flow of time itself had become jumbled.

I had no idea why.

But unlike how the labyrinth usually worked—where everyone entered at the same time—something about the timing seemed off now.

Because…

‘This blood dried up about two to three hours ago.’

Yet we hadn’t even been inside the labyrinth for an hour.

If I put that together, there was only one conclusion.

‘The timing doesn’t match.’

I organized my thoughts and explained the situation to the others.

“…This anomaly is seriously strange.”

Erme stared at me, her expression blank.

The look in her eyes, however, gradually shifted from uncertainty to confidence.

‘It’s just the effect of my Gift.’

That look of admiration was honestly a bit overwhelming.

Still, we had to move. This place was too dangerous right now.

However.

That probably wasn’t what Erme wanted.

‘We need to retreat.’

This was beyond what we could handle. 

I met Erme’s gaze, silently urging her.

After closing her eyes for a moment, she nodded.

“You’re right. We’re retreating from the labyrinth immediately. If Nation’s entire party was wiped out without being able to fight back, we won’t stand a chance either.”

At her decision, everyone’s expressions brightened.

No one had said it outright, but we all understood how dangerous this place had become.

‘Not that escaping will be easy either.’

The once silent labyrinth stirred with noise again.

The sound of a horde moving together echoed through the halls.

Frowning, I turned to Erme and spoke.

“A goblin horde up ahead.”

“How many? If there aren’t too many, we can break through—”

“At least fifty.”

“…What?”

“We can break through if we need to. I can wipe them out with my bow.”

But there was a problem.

If I used Charging Shot to annihilate them, the sheer noise would echo in every direction.

‘Let’s just hope nothing else is nearby.’

Relying on luck was fine, but this was too much of a gamble.

I quickly summarized the situation.

Erme looked at me with a more cautious expression.

“Let’s save Violet Lightning Flash for later. We need to conserve as much mana as possible.”

Violet Lightning Flash ?

Wait… did she just name Charging Shot?

When did that happen?

Not that I minded. 

Having a name for a skill was actually a good thing.

‘That sounds pretty cool.’

— My sacred violet thunder, the flash of annihilation…

…That was an insanely over-the-top name.

I made a mental note to never ask Rishiel for skill name suggestions.

“Even if we’re retreating, it won’t be easy right now. We’ll have to fight our way through.”

“They’re that fast?”

“Something’s off. These goblins are way quicker than usual.”

At my words, Erme nodded and assessed the situation.

“Alright, let’s intercept them here. Quickly and efficiently.”

“Got it.”

Glasses adjusted his lenses with his middle finger before casting a spell on all of us.

I felt my body grow lighter, my movements sharper, and my stamina more solid.

“I’ll assist as well. Oh, Goddess, grant us Your sacred blessing and shield us from harm.”

Rozanté narrowed her eyes and recited a prayer. A golden light spread through our bodies, filling us with a surge of vitality.

Thump, thump.

I moved my body lightly to test it out.

‘Not bad.’

As I loosened up, Rozanté did the same beside me.

“I may not look it, but I have quite the experience in hand-to-hand combat.”

I gave her a questioning look.

…Was she the type like Monk, who found pleasure in pain?

‘She’d be a real pain to deal with if she became an enemy.’

And if she was an ally, she’d definitely be reliable.

Well, that was enough easing up.

I grabbed my bow and arrows. 

Since a whole goblin squad was approaching, retrieving my arrows would be difficult.

‘I’ll just use them freely.’

For a moment, I considered setting up traps with wires in a place like this and wiping them out that way.

‘I’ll think about that later.’

That is, if I made it out of here.

I nocked an arrow.

Ping!

The arrow melted into the darkness, becoming a streak of light.

Starting with the goblin at the very front, it pierced through four more behind it.

‘The performance is solid.’

This was completely different from my previous bow. 

That one only had a sharp string, but this…

‘Should I give it a try?’

The bowstring seemed fairly long. I pulled out my old bow and quickly unstrung it.

The string was about as long as my height.

As expected from the dwarves—it was incredibly sharp.

However, it was only useful if I attached a weapon to the end of it or used it for traps.

I swiftly wrapped the string around the end of a dagger. Thief’s Pinnacle made the process effortless.

Tuk. 

Tuk.

I quickly drove two daggers into the ground to widen the setup.

Since the gap between the walls was too wide, this was only a temporary measure.

‘This should do for now.’

Then, I gripped my sword.

“Everyone, fall back slowly.”

Theresa, Rozanté, and Erme retreated.

I positioned myself next to Glasses, just in case something unexpected happened.

Whoosh—!

The sound of something cutting through the air.

Using Whisper of the Wind, I deflected whatever was flying toward Glasses.

Clang!

An arrow.

‘…There’s an archer among them?’

“Kiieeeek!”

The goblins swarmed forward.

A wave of green-skinned monsters—fifty in total.

Something about them felt different from usual. 

Normally, goblins could be handled individually, but a massive group like this made things more complicated.

‘I need to defend while attacking.’

But their overwhelming numbers put us at a clear disadvantage.

‘…Can we survive this?’

No—we had to survive.

“Kiieeek!”

The goblins shrieked as they charged.

But they weren’t acting normal. Their eyes were blood-red as they screamed toward us.

—Be careful. They’re in a berserk state.

‘What does that mean?’

—They won’t feel pain, and they’ll charge recklessly.

Rishiel’s words made me hesitate for a moment.

Should I just use Violet Lightning Flash to wipe them all out?

‘No, the noise might attract whatever killed Nation’s party.’

That enemy was beyond what we could handle.

These goblins, however, were still within our limits.

As I processed my thoughts, the goblin horde closed in.

And then.

KIEEEEEK!

Several goblins at the front let out pained screeches as five of them collapsed.

Their legs had been half-severed by the razor-sharp string I had set up.

Three more goblins behind them tripped and fell over the bodies.

The sudden disruption slowed their momentum.

“Now!”

Erme dashed forward, swinging her sword.

Theresa followed suit, crushing goblins into pulp with her mace.

Boom!

Rozanté’s fist smashed straight through a goblin’s face.

“…Terrifying woman,” 

Glasses muttered.

I silently agreed as I moved forward.

There were just too many of them.

Even with Erme, Theresa, and Rozanté cutting them down, some still slipped past and charged toward us.

That’s why I stood in front of Glasses.

I swung my sword at the approaching goblins.

A glowing crimson blade and a silver edge danced through the air.

Slash!

The swords were just too good.

Goblins’ heads and bodies were sliced apart with ease.

Blood splattered on my face, but I had no time to stop. 

More goblins kept slipping past the front line.

‘Five of them.’

A group of five goblins stood before me—ones that would have been easy to take down as a party.

But I wasn’t worried.

I had already explored the first floor alone.

However, my ranged attacks were blocked, and Glasses was right behind me.

Which meant.

‘I have to be fast.’

Five goblins charged.

Two in the front.

I swung my swords.

One was sliced clean in half from the stomach up.

The other lost its head in a single motion.

At that moment, another goblin leaped at me from the side, sword raised.

Combat Technique.

I kicked it hard in the stomach.

It felt like kicking a soccer ball as the goblin was sent flying.

Two more goblins rushed me.

Blood Phantom Blade.

The blood-soaked sword shimmered, forming an eerie, elongated crimson edge.

Faint violet lightning crackled around it.

I swung it once, and both goblins’ heads were severed in an instant.

A clean cut.

But I had no time to admire it—more goblins were pushing past the vanguard and heading my way.

‘This is getting chaotic.’

Leaving the house always led to suffering.

What followed was an exhausting war of attrition.

We encountered enemies three more times after that. Everyone was visibly worn out.

‘This is harder than I thought.’

I was out of daggers.

I had used more than half of my arrows.

My razor-sharp string had lost nearly half of its edge.

‘We’re burning through resources too fast.’

The only saving grace was Rozanté.

Thanks to her Blessing of Vitality, we were still standing.

And one more thing.

‘The one who wiped out Nation’s party hasn’t shown up.’

Judging from the battlefield, that enemy had massacred the entire group single-handedly.

We kept moving.

Then.

I sensed something ahead.

“…Everyone, stay alert.”

“More of those damn goblins?”

“Those bastards again?”

Weapons were drawn, accompanied by curses.

I shook my head.

There was only one presence.

And it was a familiar one.

“I only sense one person. I think… it’s someone we know.”

“Everyone remembers what I warned you about, right?”

Erme had told us as soon as we got here.

If we encountered missing party members or familiar faces, we needed to be careful.

Because of that, we had all drawn an X on our wrists and covered it with bracelets.

“Stay cautious. Let’s move forward.”

I readied my bow and stepped ahead.

A little further in, we spotted a lone figure.

A trembling woman.

Violet hair. 


Violet eyes.

She was wrapped in a pitch-black robe, shaking uncontrollably.

“H-Hik…! Hiiik…!”

Viola looked at us with sheer terror in her eyes.
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“S-Save me… W-Wait, are you… people?”

Viola looked at us, startled.

We were just as surprised.

Wasn’t Viola a member of Nation’s party? 

And yet, she had survived that massacre?

‘But there was blood from about five people back there.’

Did that mean she was in a different party?

If they were family, it would have made sense for them to be in the same group.

“H-How are you here…? D-Did you defeat him?”

“Him?”

“T-The one who killed my brother…”

She knew something about that thing.

My eyes sharpened.

I needed information about whatever had killed Nation.

We had to know what it was in order to warn the other adventurers at the Adventurer’s Guild.

“Can you tell me about him?”

“You… Y-You don’t know what it is?”

“We never encountered it. If we had, we’d be dead.”

“…I-I don’t know much either. I only saw it from far away… hazy, like a shadow.”

“From far away?”

“Yeah… Our parties were separate, so we planned to meet at a midpoint. I saw my brother from a distance.”

“And then—suddenly, his head was gone. His limbs were ripped apart… and t-then, I heard this awful… crunching sound from somewhere…”

Viola trembled violently.

She wasn’t in good shape.

Even if they weren’t particularly close, watching her brother die like that must have been horrifying.

And from what I had seen, Nation had taken good care of his little sister.

‘Should I knock her out?’

She was in bad shape.

I understood why.

The shock must have been overwhelming.

“…Take me with you.”

Just as I was debating whether or not to knock her out, Viola met my gaze with determined eyes.

“I want to avenge him… but more importantly, we need to inform the Guild first.”

She looked up at me as she spoke.

“Let me join your party. At the very least, I won’t be a burden. I can use Elemental Magic and Support Spells.”

“That’s true,” Glasses agreed.

“Before she even became a mage, people called her a genius. And now, after three years as a mage, she’s far beyond my level—she’s an advanced asset.”

“If she were talking about revenge, that’d be a different story. But right now, she’s making sense.”

Even Erme, the party leader, was in favor.

I had no reason to refuse.

‘Not that I wanted to refuse anyway.’

Most of our party members were clearly exhausted.

I had been hoping for a spell that could stop a goblin horde without relying on something as extreme as Violet Lightning Flash.

‘So bringing Viola in was the best choice.’

I glanced at Erme, silently urging her to decide quickly.

She was already looking at me.

“What do you think?”

“We should accept her right away.”

“Agreed, right?”

“But let’s make it clear—if she does anything suspicious, she’s out of the party immediately.”

“As expected. So, are you still willing to come?”

“…Absolutely.”

Viola nodded firmly.

I met her gaze.

Her eyes were like amethysts—stunning, but filled with an intense fire.

Not just the will to survive…

‘But the burning desire for revenge.’

No matter what it took.

If she wanted revenge, the first step was surviving.

And so, we accepted Viola into the party.

The moment she joined, the burden on our group noticeably lightened.

“Binding Lightning.”

From the tip of Viola’s staff, violet lightning scattered.

Crackle!

Ten goblins collapsed instantly.

“…That’s insane.”

“Of course it is. She’s a mage who specializes in lightning, one of the hardest elements for elementalists to master. She’s not called a genius for nothing.”

And that wasn’t all.

She didn’t just use lightning to suppress enemies—it also enhanced our weapons with a Lightning Enchantment.

‘The difference a single mage makes is unreal.’

More accurately, the difference a high-tier mage makes.

I glanced at Glasses. 

Would he be able to reach this level someday?

“That’s gonna be tough,” he admitted.

“…Really?”

“My focus isn’t combat. I specialize in support, making you guys stronger. Of course, I’ll naturally grow stronger as my level rises, but my core ability is enhancing you.”

“That’s good enough.”

Viola was an obvious power outlier in our party.

Realistically, only Erme or I could match her in a direct fight.

As we exchanged brief words, goblins began closing in on Viola and Glasses.

‘Their numbers have thinned…’

But Erme, Theresa, and Rozanté were in rough shape.

They’d been forcing themselves to fight with the help of Blessing of Vitality.

‘I’m the only one holding up somewhat okay.’

Even then, I wasn’t in great condition.

All my throwing weapons were gone.

I had about 30 arrows left.

My bowstring had snapped, rendering it useless.

I sliced through goblins cleanly using Whisper of the Wind and my Blood Phantom Blade.

The only good news.

[Item]

Blood-Soaked Blade (B+)

A blade that grows stronger the more blood it absorbs. It has fully awakened.

Can use Blood Phantom Blade with stored blood.

Agility +4

Shape transformation.

Absorbs a portion of the enemy’s vitality upon killing.

It had evolved at just the right time.

With every enemy I killed, I stole a portion of their health and stamina.

That was the only reason I was still able to move.

Even so, I was barely maintaining half of my usual combat power.

“Huff… huff… Yuseong, you’re hiding more things than I expected,” Viola muttered.

…What was he talking about?

After clearing out the goblins and moving forward, Glasses suddenly made a comment.

“…I’ve just been training regularly.”

“You’re a thief, yet you’re still not exhausted. I’m kind of jealous.”

Glass sighed.

“When we get back to the Mage Tower… I should start training again. I’ve gotten too lazy lately, using labyrinth expeditions as an excuse.”

He looked ahead.

“…Of course, that’s only if we actually make it out of here alive.”

We probably would.

But I couldn’t be certain.

Right now, we were strong enough to break through the remaining goblins.

But that thing.

The one that effortlessly wiped out Nation’s party.

The only reason we were still alive was that we hadn’t run into it.

“Hey, Yuseong.”

“What?”

“If I end up dying here—”

“Don’t say that.”

Why was he suddenly bringing up something so ominous?

Glasses really must have been exhausted.

Not that I could blame him.

We’d been trapped in this damp, dark place for too long, fighting non-stop.

We kept running.

Then.

A familiar path came into view.

‘We’re almost there.’

The exit to the first floor.

At the very edge of our vision, the portal leading outside the labyrinth came into sight.

“…Just in case, let’s keep formation while we run,” Erme ordered.

Everyone picked up the pace, moving in an orderly line.

Once we got out of here, we weren’t coming back for a while.

I had saved up a decent amount of money.

So for a while, I wouldn’t be coming back to this godforsaken place.

‘We got lucky.’

We hadn’t encountered the unidentified monster that killed Nation.

That was pure luck.

Despite all the battles we had fought, we never once saw it.

But then.

Something felt off.

Like someone… or something was watching us.

It wasn’t a good feeling.

It was the worst sense of foreboding I had ever experienced.

‘This is dangerous.’

Time seemed to slow down.

Like watching my life flash before my eyes.

“RUN!!”

I screamed at the top of my lungs and turned my head.

Something.

Something horrifying was right behind me.

—Dodge it!

Rishiel’s voice was filled with shock.

Erme was shouting something too, her face tense with urgency.

But none of that mattered.

My body moved instinctively.

I amplified Blood Phantom Blade to its limit.

I unleashed Whisper of the Wind, expanding the wind force around me.

Violet light flared as my blade crackled with energy.

At that exact moment.

Something that looked like a hand reached for my sword.

BOOM!!

“Kugh—!!”

A sickening sensation twisted through my body.

It felt like all my internal organs had been crushed at once.

Forcing my eyes open, I looked at the thing that had just wrecked me.

I saw antlers.

And beneath them.

A white, skull-like skeletal face stared back.

Beneath the antlers stood a bizarre figure wearing a black coat.

And it was grinning at me.

As if it was death itself.

Its mouth stretched wide in a twisted smile as it stared at me.

‘That thing wiped out Nation’s party.’

The most dangerous entity in this place.

I had no idea why it was here.

But right now, it was standing before us—intent on killing my entire party.

‘The only good news is…’

We were right next to the portal leading outside.

Fortunately, the others were escaping.

Viola was already through.

Theresa and Rozanté had also made it out.

Only Erme remained—gazing at me with a resolute expression.

Maybe it was because she had just brushed against death.

My mind raced.

I analyzed the attack from before, replaying it in my head as I observed the creature.

‘Just one more time…?’

Could I really block another attack?

The first time had been pure luck.

There was no guarantee I could stop it again.

I weighed my options—what I could do and what I couldn’t.

Even after considering everything—

‘I can’t stop it.’

No—I have to.

If I wanted to survive, I had to stop it.

I focused every fiber of my being on the creature.

‘What’s the one thing I can do right now?’

Aura.

That was all I had left.

I unleashed every last bit of my remaining strength.

And ignited my Aura.

The creature flinched for a moment—then grinned at me, as if finding this amusing.

Slowly, it raised its hand.

An overwhelming sense of dread washed over me.

And at the same time.

‘…Huh?’

I felt something pulling at me, like an invisible thread yanking me backward.

Was it… Erme?

“If I die, make sure my belongings are recovered at the Mage Tower.”

Glasses’ voice rang out.

Why?

‘…No, more importantly—’

I reached out.

I didn’t know if it would work.

But if I wanted to save Glasses, I had to try.

‘Please…’

Absolute Theft.

My hand stretched forward.

And then.

Everything shifted.

I was outside.

The blue portal spat something out.

Clatter.

A pair of broken glasses landed at my feet.

I stared at them, my mind blank.

“…M-Marcel?”

Theresa’s voice trembled.

I couldn’t say anything.

Then.

The portal pulsed one more time.

This time, Marcel tumbled out.

Missing an arm.

His breathing was ragged, his face pale.

But he was alive.

With healing magic, he could recover.

It would take time, but at least.

He survived.

“…Thanks.”

Marcel bowed his head deeply toward me.

Then, he reached out and handed me a half-damaged golden orb.

“That’s…”

“The Talisman of Protection.”

The same talisman I had stolen from Viola.

Instead of using Absolute Theft to steal Marcel’s belongings, I had exchanged the golden orb for one of his items.

‘I had no choice but to steal it, and that was the first thing that came to mind.’

It seemed like things had worked out—somehow.

But my emotions were a tangled mess.


Because when I handed Marcel the golden orb, I took something else in return.

My fingers brushed against my pocket.

Inside was an ominous iron nail.

The same cursed object I had picked up after killing Han Ul.



 
  
    Chapter 36: Marcel – 1


What should I do?

My mind was a mess.

All I had been thinking about was getting out of the labyrinth.

But now.

‘Why did Marcel have this?’

I looked at him.

From the first time we met, Marcel had left an impression.

The glasses made him feel oddly familiar.

He was a reliable mage.

His personality was likable.

But.

What if it was all an act?

What if his real goal had been to get close to us?

‘If he’s part of the terrorist group Rebellion…’

What should I do?

No—the answer was obvious.

‘I have to kill him.’

A harsh conclusion, but…

I had already seen how dangerous they were.

I had encountered two of them so far.

Han Ul.

And the one who tried to kidnap the Magic Hero Candidate, Celly, whom Rozanté had been protecting.

Only two encounters.

But both of them were irredeemable.

Of course, not all of them were evil.

Some might have been forced into joining.

But that didn’t mean I had to spare them.

‘But…’

One thing bothered me.

That disgusting skull-faced monster.

The one that had single-handedly wiped out Nation’s party.

When it charged at me.

‘Marcel tried to protect me.’

He sacrificed himself for me.

Maybe he thought I had a better chance of survival with the talisman.

Maybe it was just a reckless, meaningless action.

…Or maybe.

‘He was working with them all along.’

There were too many possibilities.

Should I really believe that Marcel just happened to have that item by chance?

“Yuseong?”

Erme was looking at me with concern.

Right. 

Focus, Han Yuseong.

‘This isn’t the priority right now.’

It was important.

But there was something even more urgent.

The labyrinth incident.

I needed to figure out what that skull-faced thing was.

‘…Too much is happening at once.’

My head hurt.

Only then did I start noticing my surroundings.

There were a lot of people gathered nearby.

But the problem was.

‘Most of them were inside the labyrinth earlier.’

If they were unharmed, I wouldn’t have thought much of it.

But most of them were wounded.

Some were clutching belongings of the dead, crying.

A few—never made it out.

“…What the hell happened here?”

Volcan was staring at us, his expression grim.

His brows furrowed, as if this shouldn’t have happened.

And he was right.

The Adventurer’s Guild had sent in a large number of upper and mid-ranked adventurers specifically to minimize losses.

But the result.

Severe injuries across the board.

And some never returned at all.

“Han Yuseong, do you have anything to report?”

“On the first floor, I confirmed the death of an adventurer named Nation.”

“And?”

“I also encountered a… strange monster.”

“What did it look like?”

“A skeleton—with antlers.”

“…A skeleton with antlers?”

Volcan’s eyes widened.

Like he had just heard something that should never be spoken aloud.

“…Was it wearing something like a coat?”

“Yes.”

“Then it was the Deerbone Fiend. A monster with antlers—the boss of the 15th floor.”

15th floor?

What the hell was a 15th-floor boss doing on the first floor?

A wave of frustration hit me.

But something didn’t add up.

If it was such a high-level monster…

‘It felt too weak.’

Its movements were exaggerated.

And if it had truly intended to kill me.

I hesitated.

Wasn’t this too strange?

I was just a Rank 2 adventurer.

A newly-leveled one, at that.

For me to assess a monster like that was ridiculous.

—That’s not true, Yuseong.

Before I could dismiss my thoughts, Rishiel interrupted.

Her blue eyes met mine.

—You have an unusual sense. Among the Elf race… even within the Three Great Families, I am considered the Darkmoon Family’s greatest talent.

—Yet your instincts surpass even mine. You should trust them.

‘…My instincts?’

—At times, you seem strangely detached from common sense.

—As if you were dropped into this world from somewhere else.

…

She was sharper than I expected.

Or maybe, after all this time together, she had finally pieced it together.

I turned to Volcan.

He met my gaze briefly—then nodded.

“You have something to say?”

“It may just be my intuition, but… I didn’t think it was that strong.”

“Hmm?”

“I definitely thought I’d die if I fought it… but I didn’t feel like it was overwhelming.”

“Compared to me?”

I turned to Volcan and focused all my senses on him.

As always.

I couldn’t see a single blue line on his body.

Only red lines, radiating an overwhelming sense of danger.

But.

The Deerbone Fiend was the same.

If I had to compare them in absolute terms.

‘Volcan is slightly stronger.’

But only by a thin margin.

If luck wasn’t on his side, Volcan could lose.

I told him as much.

“…You’re saying that thing was nearly my equal?”

Volcan looked at me, baffled.

Did I just say something ridiculous?

“Rishiel, this doesn’t match what you said earlier.”

—Yuseong. Did you really feel that the Deerbone Fiend was comparable to Volcan?

‘…Yeah?’

—That’s impossible. Volcan is a veteran warrior—one of the few who have cleared the 20th floor.

‘That old man?’

—Only you could speak of him so casually… well, no, I suppose there are others.

Rishiel sighed faintly.

It seemed that the elves viewed Volcan very differently than I did.

‘Maybe if I were part of the Empire or the Kingdoms, I’d see him differently too.’

It just meant he took good care of his own people.

But back to the real issue—

I looked Volcan straight in the eye.

Volcan fell into deep thought, his expression serious.

“So, you’re saying that if we strip away any hidden tricks or unknown factors, the Deerbone Fiend was actually weaker than me?”

His lips stretched into a wide grin.

As if he found this absolutely hilarious.

“I trust your instincts. But if you claim that thing was on my level, no one else will believe you.”

“Is that so?”

“Of course.”

“The Deerbone Fiend is known as the Grim Reaper of the 15th floor, but it doesn’t stand a chance against someone like Volcan, who has cleared the 20th floor.”

Here we go again.

Just how significant was clearing the 20th floor for them to treat it like this?

“Your instincts and perception are remarkable—even I can see that. Which means you’re probably right.”

“But that’s exactly what makes this troubling.”

“…What do you mean?”

“My gut wants to fight that thing myself. But if it was on the first floor, that means at least five entire floors have been affected.”

“And at worst? Creatures from the 20th floor could be roaming as low as the 5th.”

At Volcan’s words, Erme frowned.

She seemed deep in thought, but after a moment, she closed her eyes and sighed, as if giving up.

‘Is it just the Deerbone Fiend that’s acting strange?’

Maybe it was the only one that had moved.

“For now, you guys should rest. The Guild will issue a reward.”

“…How much?”

“You greedy bastard. Of all times, you show your materialistic side now? You always act like you don’t care about money.”

Volcan chuckled at my words, then pulled a coin pouch from his pocket.

“You gave us top-tier intel—this should be more than fair. Take it.”

He tossed me a pouch filled with 200 gold coins.

“…200 gold…?”

Erme’s voice trembled.

200 gold coins.

That was nearly 2 billion won in Earth’s currency.

‘Am I really supposed to be earning this much at this level?’

Then again, now that I thought about it—our party had been making quite a bit.

We’d never made billions in one go, but we often cleared hundreds of millions per expedition.

‘I guess this will be split between the five of us, excluding Viola.’

—Or should I give Viola a share and put her in my debt for the future?

‘If I give her a cut, my share goes from 400 million to about 330 million.’

But considering Viola’s talent, investing in her might be worth it…

…Investing…

‘Damn, I still have that commoner mindset.’

The idea of losing 70 million won still stung.

But Viola had lost nearly all her belongings, so it wouldn’t be unfair to give her some.

‘I’ll discuss this with the party later.’

For now, there was a bigger issue to deal with.

I turned to Marcel.

Are you an enemy or not?

I hoped he wasn’t.

I didn’t want to be forced to kill someone I considered a friend.

After leaving the Labyrinth.

My mind was still a mess.

But my body?

My body knew exactly what it needed—

Rest.

I spent two full days fused to my bed.

Eventually, I realized…

It was time to get moving again.

‘There’s a lot to do.’

I had already handed over Nation’s head, but I wanted to officially bring Viola into the party.

No—more precisely…

‘I need to decide what to do about Marcel.’

I had spent the last two days thinking it over.

But I still couldn’t reach a decision.

Should I cut him off now, or keep him in the party?

That was the real problem.

I needed to talk this over with someone—but there weren’t many people I could consult.

‘If I had to pick someone…’

There was one person in my party who was both the most suspicious and the most trustworthy at the same time.

Erme.

A vague but reliable presence.

And then…

‘Lucia, maybe.’

That woman was obsessively fixated on me.

The Villainess.

The Execution Princess.

Her titles were nothing but ominous.

But.

‘According to what my friend told me…’

At the very least, she treats her own people extremely well.

She might be a villain to everyone else.

But to me, she’d be an ally.

After Getting Ready

I took a shower, changed into fresh clothes, and stepped outside.

“You’re awake?”

Erme greeted me, looking groggy.

Not surprising—she had been at the front lines holding off the goblin horde.

“…I’d love to rest a bit longer, but you’re not already itching to get moving again, are you?”

“…If it were up to me, I’d take a whole month off.”

“Yeah, right. You don’t mean that.”

“No, I really do.”

I confidently declared that I could spend an entire month doing nothing but lying in bed.

But Erme, either unconvinced or just ignoring me, gave me a serious look.

“…What do you think?”

“About what?”

“Glasses.”

“….”

I stared at her.

Her crimson eyes and fiery orange hair reminded me of the setting sun.

She met my gaze head-on.

‘What is she getting at?’

If anyone had insight into this, it would be her.

She would know exactly how unusual the labyrinth’s anomalies were.

She might even have some idea of who or what Marcel truly was.

…And maybe.

She even had knowledge about the future.

‘But I don’t have enough information yet.’

I closed my eyes briefly.

It was time to start digging a little deeper.

“…Why?”

“Because I realized something during our last fight,” Erme said.

“Marcel is talented… but he doesn’t quite fit with us.”

That was true.

Marcel was skilled, but he struggled to keep up with me and Erme.

And more importantly.

‘We already have Rozanté.’

Rozanté filled a similar role to Marcel.

A support buffer—but one who could also fight on the front lines.

Marcel had a wider variety of buffs, but he lacked her combat ability.

“For now, we’ll keep him in the party,” I decided.

“But things might get complicated once we all reach Rank 2 Adventurer status.”

Erme was implying something.

If Marcel didn’t learn any useful skills by the time he reached Level 2, they might drop him.

‘Does she suspect Marcel of being in Rebellion?’

I narrowed my eyes at her, but she only tilted her head with an innocent expression.

“If we replace Marcel?”

“The best choice is Viola. She’s battle-ready. Celly would also be a good option, but she’s still too young and lacks training.”

In other words.

She was willing to train Celly just to bring her into the party.

I closed my eyes for a moment.

I crossed my arms, thinking deeply.

Then, after some time, I had my answer.

“Have you decided?”

“Before that… I have a question.”

“Oh? If it’s from you, I’d even tell you my secrets.”

She smiled playfully, her eyes curving into crescent moons.

It was the same mischievous expression as always.

But her eyes.

Something about them was tense.

I pulled out the iron nail I had found in Marcel’s clothes.

“This.”

“…What is it?”

“I found it on Marcel.”

“…”

I looked at Erme.

Her usual gentle expression.

Was long gone.

Her gaze turned icy cold as she stared at the nail.

“Ah… so that’s why they all died.”

Her voice was as cold as ice—completely different from usual.

Erme stared at me with frosty eyes.

“Yuseong, do you know what kind of people these really are?”

“…Roughly. But there’s one thing that doesn’t add up, so I’m asking you.”

“And what is that?”

“When I was about to clash with the Deerbone Fiend… Marcel threw his life away to protect me.”

“Ah… so that’s why they all died.”

“Hmm. So that’s what’s bothering you?”

Erme seemed to think for a moment before calling over a nearby child.

She pulled a piece of paper from her coat, scribbled a few words, and handed it to the kid.

“Take this to the Adventurer’s Guild. If you do, I’ll give you another silver coin.”

She flashed a friendly smile and sneakily slipped the boy a silver coin.

Her movements were too natural—as if she had done this a hundred times before.

“We’ll have our answer tomorrow. I’m curious too—whether Marcel is with us or against us.”

Erme then quietly strapped her sword to her waist.


“Shall we go find out?”

“Let’s.”

Sitting here thinking wouldn’t get us anywhere.

It was better to move.



 
  
    Chapter 37: Marcel – 2


Erme suggested we investigate Marcel.

And the place she dragged me to.

Was the back alleys.

“Here, wear this.”

She handed me a mask.

Then, she gave me a black robe as well.

“…It suits you perfectly.”

She looked at me with awe, almost moved by the sight.

I should be the one thanking her, so why did she look so emotional?

I didn’t bother asking.

I didn’t want to ask.

I put on the robe and mask.

The mask was white, with a black, grinning expression drawn on it.

“This time, we need to hide our identities—so you can’t do anything that gives you away.”

“…No archery, and no showing my violet aura?”

“Eh? You can control that?”

Erme looked at me, genuinely surprised.

‘Shouldn’t I be able to?’

Even Fatal Allure could be turned on and off.

I closed my eyes and willed my violet aura to fade.

I felt something inside me click—like a switch turning off.

‘So, I can suppress it.’

I took off my mask and called Rishiel.

‘Rishiel, what do my eyes look like?’

—Still violet.

‘…So that doesn’t change.’

The violet stood out too much.

But with the mask on, it should be less noticeable.

Wearing the mask gave me a strange feeling.

Like it was… oddly familiar.

Still, I had one question.

The sun was still high in the sky.

“Is it really okay to visit the back alleys in broad daylight?”

“It’s fine. The back alleys will get dark soon enough.”

Erme smiled playfully at my question.

“The back alleys will darken soon enough.”

Darken?

“I told you before, didn’t I? The Cradle has everything.”

She had.

The Cradle wasn’t just a labyrinth—it was a place built to prepare for the worst.

The labyrinth had existed for a thousand years.

And for the last five hundred years, people had come to see it as safe.

Over time, countless facilities had been built.

Empires had fallen.

Kingdoms had collapsed.

But the Cradle had never once fallen.

Maybe that was why.

It became a place where everything gathered.

On the surface, it had an Adventurer’s Guild, training centers, and blacksmiths specializing in weapons made from monsters.

But beneath that.

“There’s also a place called the Black Market.”

Erme chuckled.

She seemed oddly familiar with this place.

We had never come here together.

If she had just arrived in the Cradle, then.

‘That means she’s been here before.’

I moved closer to her.

Better to stick right next to her.

The moment I did, her movements slowed.

“Th-this is a bit… too close…”

“…?”

Was it really that uncomfortable?

Maybe she wasn’t used to being around people either.

I was a considerate person.

I took a step back to give her space.

“…But if you move too far, I won’t like that either.”

…What was I supposed to do with that?

With that, Erme and I entered the back alleys.

Even though it was called a back alley, it felt sinister.

A few vagrants lurked in the shadows.

‘…That could have been me.’

If I hadn’t met Erme—

If I hadn’t gotten my ridiculous Gifts—

Maybe I’d be one of them.

Thinking back, I’d had a lot of close calls.

Lucia was dangerous, but Han Ul had been worse.

And Rishiel—if I hadn’t had Absolute Theft, she would have been deadly too.

The Rebellion assassin—the one who specialized in martial arts—had been dangerous too.

I pulled my hood lower over my face.

There was no time to get lost in thoughts.

I—we—needed to find out whether Marcel was an enemy or an ally.

Erme kept leading us deeper into the back alleys.

And eventually.

We entered a space with a strange atmosphere.

The vagrants, the thieves, and the women selling themselves.

They were gone.

Instead, the place felt even darker.

The streets were cleaner, but something about the air.

It reeked of danger.

If this was the case, then the Black Market Erme had mentioned must be nearby.

Then.

I felt something off.

Just a moment ago, it had been daytime.

But now.

“…Night?”

“This is the entrance to the Black Market,” Erme explained.

I looked up at the sky.

I had no idea how it worked, but somehow, day had turned to night.

“Don’t be too surprised. It’s the power of a special relic—a space created for those who take the correct path to the Black Market.”

“A relic, huh?”

“Like the talisman we got from Viola. No one knows how they work or why they exist, but anything with unexplainable powers is classified as a relic. They’re remnants of an ancient era—things we can’t create anymore.”

“I see.”

So it was best to just accept that these kinds of items existed.

“There are a lot of interesting things in this place,” Erme continued.

“We call it the Black Market, but it’s not completely lawless.”

“Not completely?”

“That means they don’t capture people to sell as slaves, or force them into gladiator death matches for entertainment.”

There was an undercurrent of disdain in her voice.

So this place didn’t allow those things.

Which meant that other Empires or Kingdoms did.

Erme walked forward with confident familiarity.

Even though the market was filled with rare and unusual goods.

She didn’t pause to look at anything.

She just kept walking.

Eventually, we arrived in front of a lavish building.

Up until now, all the architecture had been Western-style.

But this building.

It was Eastern-style.

A pavilion of sorts.

A sign hung over the entrance, written in elegant Chinese characters—

青華樓 (Cheonghwa Pavilion).

“If you ever need information, you can buy it here for a little money.”

“…Isn’t Rebellion supposed to be a hidden organization?”

“It is a secret group. Normally, information about them would be hard to come by…”

Erme smiled.

“But there’s a very capable friend here.”

“A friend?”

“Yuseong, have you ever heard the saying ‘There are no secrets in this world’?”

“No.”

“It’s meant literally.

There are two things in this world that completely defy common sense.

Heaven’s Gifts (Gifts) and Ancient Relics.

Both of them can do things that should be impossible.”

“Defy common sense how?”

“For example—”

Erme chuckled.

“There’s an item that can tell us, with absolute certainty, whether Marcel is an enemy or an ally.”

“…An item?”

“Simply put—if you ask a question while using it, you’ll immediately know whether the answer is true or false.”

“Huh.”

A fantasy world sure had some crazy artifacts.

But if something like that existed, it would definitely be useful.

“Wouldn’t that be expensive?”

“…It is… but we can rent it for a while.”

Erme’s hand trembled slightly.

For someone who never flinched at huge sums of money, she was visibly shaken.

‘Still, we have to do this.’

Normally, I wouldn’t bother.

But I needed to know whether Marcel was a friend or foe.

This was a necessary expense.

“I’ll help pay for it.”

“R-really? That would be—… No. I was the one who wanted to take Marcel in, so I should handle it.”

She started to smile, but then forced herself to keep shaking.

But I had a debt of conscience to pay.

“This isn’t just your problem—it’s our problem.”

“…It’s our problem?”

“Yeah. I don’t want you handling this alone.

This isn’t just your issue—it’s ours.”

“O-our problem…?”

“Yeah. Ours.”

I grabbed both of Erme’s hands.

Her cheeks were completely red, and her hands were still trembling.

‘…This kind of feels like a confession.’

It was probably just my imagination.

Maybe it was selfish, but I didn’t want to step off the bus Erme was driving.

At first, I didn’t want to be near her.

But now.

I didn’t want to leave her side.

‘I know my own worth.’

But this world still felt strange to me.

It was a world ruled by violence, where losing your head was just a normal risk.

My past life had its own dangers, but at least I never had to fear for my life like this.

This world was barbaric.

So I had to convince her.

“You said it before, right? That I wouldn’t regret joining this party.”

“Y-yes? I, I did say that, b-but…”

“Then right now—”

I tightened my grip slightly.

“…I don’t want to leave your side.”

“Uuuu… Uuuuuh…!”

Erme hung her head, muttering in a barely audible voice.

Then, quietly, she nodded.

‘Good. She’s convinced.’

—You are truly a menace. How can someone wearing a human face do something so… so vile…?

Rishiel said something weird again.

I decided to ignore her.

‘She keeps saying strange things.’

Living off Erme like some kept man did make me feel a little guilty.

But only a little.

Inside Cheonghwa Pavilion

We stepped into Cheonghwa Pavilion.

It looked like something straight out of a historical drama or a Chinese martial arts film.

A distinctly Eastern-style building.

Inside, a woman who looked like a waitress stood at the entrance.

I studied her closely.

‘…She’s strong.’

My body instinctively tensed up.

Stronger than Rishiel.

If Erme and I both attacked her at once—

She might still be able to take us down.

“Welcome to Cheonghwa Pavilion!” she greeted cheerfully.

Erme responded in a calm tone.

“We need a nighttime diary.”

The waitress’s expression shifted immediately.

“…I won’t ask how you knew about this. However, right now—”

“It’s a request from the Adventurer’s Guild.”

I kept my face expressionless as I stared at her.

A guild request?

This was our mission—did we really need to involve the Adventurer’s Guild?

‘This could be dangerous.’

The guild had suffered heavy losses recently.

If this case got buried under that chaos…

‘No, this won’t get buried.’

It was too big.

I wasn’t sure if this was the right move, but for now, I chose to trust Erme.

She must have a reason for being so confident.

“A request, huh? And from…?”

Erme’s voice remained firm.

“The Sword King’s request.”

Erme, shamelessly using Volcan’s name.

The moment Erme dropped Volcan’s title, the waitress froze.

She seemed to think for a moment before letting out a sigh.

“…You do know what that name means, right?”

“I do.”

“Then you must be Black-Violet Ghost.”

She looked directly at me.

“If it’s you, I suppose you have the right to use the Sword King’s name.”

She stared at me.

I was caught off guard.

I had changed my clothes, hidden my eye color, and even worn a mask.

Same with Erme.

‘…Is this the power of an information guild?’

It was downright terrifying.

“…So we really can’t fool you, huh?”

“Not a chance. But fine. I’ll accept a request from you. You seem trustworthy enough.”

“Let’s make another deal later,” Erme suggested.

“How about some information in exchange?”

The waitress smirked.

“Hmm… If you want, I can tell you Volcan’s weakness right now.”

Erme’s expression changed slightly.

She said something quietly.

And suddenly, the waitress’s entire demeanor shifted.

She glared at Erme with sharp eyes.

“…How do you know that?”

“Whether you believe me or not is up to you.”

“Hah. Ridiculous.”

Still scowling, the waitress handed us three sheets of paper.

“50 gold coins each.”

“…These tiny things cost 5 billion won each?”

I felt physically ill.

Meanwhile, Erme simply smiled.

“Cheaper than I expected.”

“Why are you so eager to get close to them?”

“Oh my, our dear Yuseong has trouble warming up to people. I don’t think he’d enjoy that.”

“You’re the one who doesn’t like it. Look.”

The waitress waved her hand playfully, flashing a teasing smile.

I ignored her and stood next to Erme.

“Ooh, a cold-hearted man, huh? I like that even more.”

She smirked.

“If your info is real, I’ll throw this one in for free.”

“You’re more generous than I expected.”

“…You’re bolder than you look. You know we’re in a hurry.”

“Then we should get moving.”

“Tch.”

After a brief standoff, the waitress finally backed off.

“We’re closing up for the night. Get out.”

“Thanks. We’ll put it to good use.”

Erme grinned and waved as we left.

[Item]

Truth Paper (Consumable)

When the user holds the paper, it will reveal if a statement is true or false.

Blue glow = Truth.

Red glow = Lie.

That was the item’s description.

Erme called it cheap and bought three, costing us a total of 150 gold coins.

‘…8 billion won for three pieces of paper.’

I felt sick just thinking about it.

But this paper had been bought with valuable intel.

We needed to use it wisely.

Because right now.

Marcel was the priority.

There’s a saying—a useless ally is worse than a capable enemy.

Our situation was a bit different, but.

A hidden traitor was always a dangerous one.

At the Adventurer’s Guild

Everyone was gathered.

The party members present:

Rozanté. Theresa. Erme. Marcel.

And for some reason.

Viola was here too.

“…Why are you here?”

“N-no reason…”

Viola averted her gaze.

“…I just figured a spot in the party might open up soon.”

Marcel’s voice trembled as he looked at me.

I silently held up the Truth Paper.

“…What’s this?”

“There’s something we need to clarify.

It’s not that we want to suspect you, Marcel.”

His face stiffened.

I explained why I had gathered everyone.

“Before we escaped the labyrinth, I used the talisman I won from Viola to save Marcel.

You all remember that, right?”

“Yeah.”

Theresa nodded blankly.

“But in that process—I had to swap one of Marcel’s items in return.”

“And that item…”

I paused.

“It had the mark of a heretical cult.”

Marcel’s expression went blank.

For just a split second.

Then.

His eyes flickered with subtle panic as he looked around at us.

“…A mage’s curiosity is boundless,” he finally spoke.

“I simply picked it up to study it.

That’s all.

But somehow… things ended up like this.”

Marcel nodded.

“Truth Paper is rare. But if this can prove my innocence, I don’t mind.”

He smiled as he picked up the paper.

Then, he looked at us—waiting for a question.

“Are you a member of the secret organization, Rebellion?”

“I am not.”

Marcel answered confidently and handed the paper to us.

The Truth Paper glowed blue—then crumbled into dust.

“Blue means truth. Red means a lie.”

Erme let out a relieved sigh.

“Phew, that settles it.”

“Haha, I suppose so,” Marcel chuckled, looking at us.

But.

‘Something’s off.’

I couldn’t relax.

His words, his demeanor…

Something felt wrong.

My instincts screamed at me.

Was I overthinking it?

I weighed the possibilities.

If I was wrong, I’d be paranoid for nothing.

But if I was right…

“…One more question.”

“Yuseong, I already said—”

Marcel stopped himself and sighed.

“No, you’re right. If it helps clear things up, ask whatever you want.”

“Just one last question—and if you answer truthfully, I’ll drop this.”

“Alright. What is it?”

Marcel picked up one more sheet of Truth Paper.

“Are you the Marcel I know?”

“…”

Silence.

Then, he forced a smile—one that didn’t reach his eyes.

“H-haha! Yuseong, what kind of question is that?”

“…Marcel?”

Erme’s voice was cold as she stared at him.

Marcel let out an exaggerated sigh, shaking his head.

Then, he looked at me.

His eyes held a strange glint.

And suddenly.

He laughed.


A hollow, empty laugh.

“…Hah. I really didn’t expect it to turn out this way.”

Then, his mouth stretched wide into a twisted grin.

“Damn. You’ve got sharp instincts, don’t you?”



 
  
    Chapter 38: Marcel – 3


Marcel’s mouth split wide open.

An unnatural, grotesque sight.

As if someone had torn it apart with their bare hands.

‘…!’

At the same time.

A dark violet aura began seeping from his body.

A sinister, malevolent energy.

His eyes.

They glowed with that same eerie violet.

Crack, crack.

He tilted his head, cracking his neck as he stared at me.

[How… peculiar.]

His voice echoed unnaturally—as if it came from everywhere at once.

‘What the hell is this?’

This was unlike anything I had ever seen.

Was he some kind of monster that slipped out of the labyrinth?

Had Deerbone Fiend done something to him before we escaped?

Did it take over his body?

“That’s not it.”

Rishiel’s voice was grim.

She frowned, clearly recognizing something about him.

—That thing is dangerous. 

But something about this doesn’t add up.

—How did it get here?

‘What do you mean?’

…

Before Rishiel could explain further.

“I don’t care who you are.”

Erme swung her Champion’s Blade with full force.

“Die.”

[With that pitiful strength?]

A voice filled with scorn.

As Erme’s sword came down, Marcel simply raised his staff to meet it.

BOOM!

The impact shook the room.

But the sword stopped.

Blocked perfectly by his staff.

Erme’s voice turned urgent.

“Theresa! Rozanté!”

I kept my gaze locked on Marcel.

Was he truly gone?

‘…No. I don’t think he’s dead.’

An uneasy sensation whispered to me.

The same instinct that had told me.

That wasn’t Marcel.

I didn’t know what this was or how it worked.

But for now.

I had to trust my instincts.

I rushed forward, sword in hand.

[You really are fascinating. There’s no way you’re only Level 2.]

“Where’s Marcel?”

[Strange. Your vessel is abnormally large. How did you accumulate so much shackled energy?]

I swung my blade.

Marcel countered with his staff.

CLANG!

The sharp clash of metal against metal.

And I was the one pushed back.

‘What the hell…?’

I had more strength.

But somehow.

I was losing in a contest of power.

‘…Is this technique?’

Was it a difference in swordsmanship skill?

But—had Deerbone Fiend even used a sword before?

The thought nagged at me.

[You are quite the anomaly. You don’t feel like the others at all…]

The creature in Marcel’s body kept observing me.

‘This is pissing me off.’

Its gaze was one of pure arrogance.

As if it had absolute superiority.

Even here, in the Adventurer’s Guild, it acted as if it had the advantage.

Everything about it—I hated it.

“Where is Marcel?”

[Alive.]

That was all I needed to hear.

‘Good.’

There were a few things in my favor.

One: This thing was using Marcel’s body.

Two: It hadn’t fully taken over yet.

Which meant.

There was a way to fix this.

I locked eyes with it, preparing to act.

But.

There were too many people around.

I could feel their gazes.

The moment our fight started, all eyes were on us.

Something was off.

It had some knowledge of this world.

But only a little.

“…This is getting disturbing.”

The adventurers slowly closed in.

The entity inside Marcel only smiled, as if it was amused.

“Hah. What a bunch of lunatics.

A rookie is out here fighting, and none of you are even helping.”

BOOM.

A man in full armor stepped forward.

“Sorry, sorry.

Your friend was doing such a good job holding the line.”

He winked at me.

Alex.

He was alive.

“That guy over there… he seems a little off.”

“Something is possessing his body,” I replied.

“A terrorist?”

“Maybe. Or… it could be the Deerbone Fiend.”

Erme’s voice trembled slightly.

“Now that you mention it…

You guys saw that thing at the labyrinth entrance, but at some point, it just… vanished.”

“Could it be some kind of variant that takes over bodies?”

“Either way, we should capture it.

The Tower would pay a fortune for something like this.”

“Man, you’re heartless.”

“Don’t worry. We won’t kill him.”

But.

They never said they’d give Marcel back.

[That’s your entire plan?]

The entity scoffed.

“A talking monster. What a messed-up world we live in.”

[From our perspective, you humans are the strange ones.]

“Capture it at all costs.

If we’re lucky, we might just uncover one of the labyrinth’s secrets.”

“Attack!”

At Alex’s command, a barrage of magic rained down on Marcel.

Most of it wasn’t lethal.

It was meant to weaken and restrain.

“Strong magic resistance… That’s one of the Deerbone Fiend’s traits.”

“Then we just have to beat it down the old-fashioned way.”

I took a deep breath and focused.

Marcel is still alive.

Which meant.

I could steal him back.

With Absolute Theft (S).

‘What should I do?’

Stealing Marcel’s soul was too risky.

I had no idea what would happen to his body if I did.

And if the Deerbone Fiend completely took over, things would get even worse.

‘The best option is to steal its soul instead.’

But.

That wouldn’t be easy.

Absolute Theft wasn’t activating—I didn’t meet the conditions.

A 15th-floor boss.

Unlike most labyrinth bosses, this one was intelligent—and capable of possessing others.

‘That means it’s at least Level 6.’

In the Adventurer’s Guild, Level 6 was a big deal.

No matter how good I was, there was no way I could beat it in a fair fight.

Overcoming this kind of level gap.

‘Is impossible right now.’

So.

What’s my next move?

[Main Quest –  Chapter 2]

You have encountered a being of the Abyss.

He holds the rank of Centurion.

You must either kill him or retrieve Marcel.

Reward: Marcel’s Body + ???

Failure: No penalty.

A system notification rang in my head.

I licked my lips, feeling uneasy.

‘This bastard.’

I had noticed it before.

But I hated seeing that phrase:

“No penalty for failure.”

‘Bullshit.’

There was always a catch.

I had to succeed.

Because judging by how these quests worked—

Failure meant I’d die in the end anyway.

Well.

Not that it mattered.

I was getting Marcel back.

I rushed toward the entity.

“Kid.”

Suddenly.

Volcan stepped in front of me.

“This isn’t your battlefield.

It’s too soon for you.”

“Can we capture it?”

“I can’t guarantee it.

We don’t know what tricks it has.

Its traits don’t fully match the Deerbone Fiend.”

[Hah! Hahaha! You weaklings actually have some fight in you!]

The entity inside Marcel’s body laughed wildly.

It wasn’t just fighting back.

It was actually pushing the adventurers back.

Did it realize we were trying to capture it?

It kept darting forward, targeting the Guild’s main fighters.

It wasn’t just resisting.

It was trying to cripple the Adventurer’s Guild.

“Do you have any skills that can block sound?”

“You’ve got something interesting in mind.”

Volcan raised his hand.

And suddenly, the world fell silent.

A barrier of mana formed around us, cutting off all sound.

‘…I can probably learn this if I study it a bit.’

But for now.

I had something more important to focus on.

“I can steal its soul.”

“Steal… its soul?”

Volcan’s eyes widened.

Like he had just heard something insane.

—Steal? 

Wait… 

Your ability… 

No, that can’t be.

Even Rishiel started trembling.

—A forbidden technique of demons? 

That shouldn’t exist.

‘Forbidden technique? 

I’m just stealing, that’s all.’

“I can’t tell what the hell your power actually is,” Volcan muttered.

“But… stealing a soul? Even that thing shouldn’t be able to do that.”

“Just weaken it. I’ll take care of the rest.”

“You sure demand a lot.”

Volcan’s eyes gleamed with something strange.

Volcan’s face said it all.

‘Where the hell did this brat even come from?’

And just for a split second.

A faint hint of fear?

No way.

This old man wouldn’t be shaken by me.

Not yet.

‘One day, though…’

For now, I was still just Level 2.

“So, are you doing it or not?”

“Hah. Of course I am.”

Volcan grinned and stepped forward.

“Hey, you.”

[Oh? A human this strong?]

“So, even a monster like you has a good eye for talent.”

[Hah! You’re strong, but quite arrogant.]

“What the hell are you?”

[Do you really think I’d just tell you?]

Marcel—or rather, the entity inside him—snickered.

[But I don’t mind giving you a little hint.]

It grinned wider.

[If you want the answer, come to the 25th floor. That’s where you’ll find me.]

“The 25th floor? That’s soon.”

[Ah… So you’re the ones who’ve been pushing into our territory lately.]

The thing inside Marcel’s body laughed.

[Thanks to you, one of my seals broke. That’s why I could come out.]

“…”

Wait.

So this thing only escaped because of us?

But something about its words bothered me.

It felt like.

It was telling the truth, but in a way that hid a bigger lie.

“So what you’re really saying…

Is that no one else from your side can come up here yet.”

[…]

It turned its head slowly, its unnatural grin still in place.

Then, it looked at me with a strange glint in its eyes.

[Now that I think about it, you’re the real problem here. Not this old man—
It’s you.]

Marcel’s expression changed.

A look of determination.

Like he had made up his mind about something.

‘Good. I was hoping for this.’

Volcan lunged forward.

And so did the thing inside Marcel.

BOOM!

A thunderous crash, like an explosion.

Volcan’s fist slammed into Marcel’s stomach.

[Guh…!]

The impact sent him crashing into the ground.

Marcel’s body trembled violently.

Then went limp.

“What the hell? That’s it?”

Volcan sounded disappointed.

But.

I saw something strange.

A pitch-black mass.

Like a piece of the abyss itself.

Seeping out of Marcel’s body.

‘…What is that?’

The sensation was oddly familiar.

Where had I felt this before?

Then it hit me.

‘…Rishiel.’

When I first saw her soul.

It was the same feeling.

The black mist drifted toward me.

[I’ll bury myself inside your soul… and shatter you from within.]

A voice—cold and eerie.

And at that moment.

I reached out my hand.

A strange sensation.

Like my arm was sinking into nothingness.

Then.

I grabbed hold of something.

[H-how…?! That’s a forbidden art of demons! How do you—]

‘Forbidden art, my ass.’

I scoffed.

And then, I pulled my hand back.

A black, stone-like object rested in my palm.

[Deerbone Fiend’s Soulstone}

And in front of me—

The Deerbone Fiend, its form still visible as a wraith-like entity.

CRACK.

I squeezed my hand tightly.

The Soulstone began to shatter.

[KRRRYYAAAAAGGHHH!!!]

A piercing scream.

The Deerbone Fiend’s final, agonized howl.

And then.

[How… how does a mere human possess such power…?!]

The voice twisted in agony, filled with disbelief.

And in its place.

A shower of white light drifted toward me.

A level-up.

But.

That didn’t matter right now.

There was something far more important.

Marcel.

I hurried over to him.

His eyes fluttered open, slow and unfocused.

“…I owe you one.”

“You remember?”

“Some of it.”

He took a deep breath.

“My soul feels… tainted.”

Marcel gripped my hand weakly.

“Thank you, my friend.

Because of you… I can finally rest.”

His voice shook.

Different from before.

It was the kind of voice you heard when someone was on their deathbed.

“The bastard forced himself into my body.

I think… the recoil is hitting me now.

It’s cold…”

His breathing slowed.

“But at least… you’re the last thing I see.

I’m glad.

Did I… help at all?”

“…You—”

“That’s good enough for me.

Thank you.”

With those words.

Marcel smiled.

And closed his eyes.

“Marcel!!”

“Marcel, wake up!”

Erme and Theresa rushed forward, panicked.


But I stopped them.

Because.

‘This bastard… is just asleep.’

He had literally just passed out.



 
  
    Chapter 39: Training – 1


There was a huge uproar, but our party was more peaceful than expected.

Glasses had returned and was resting comfortably.

Erme and Theresa were also resting well.

Rozanté was holding a drinking party off to the side, taking down other men.

No, to be more precise,

Everyone except me was enjoying a peaceful moment.

Why was I not?

Because there were too many things I could guess.

It seemed like Volcan had caught the Rogolma.

But I was the one who leveled up.

Still, when I questioned Marcel, the fact that I had uncovered the true identity of the Rogolma earned me some extra points.

“If it weren’t for that, you’d probably be in some kind of jail by now.”

Volcan chuckled. Then, he leisurely placed his feet on the desk in front of him.

“By the way, kid.”

“Why am I a kid?”

“There’s something about you that makes me not let my guard down anymore, but I wouldn’t call you a rookie. And we’re not on such good terms to call you anything else.”

……

“Or, you could call me your master.”

“Please just call me ‘kid.’”

“You’re so stubborn. You’re not even cute anymore.”

Volcan clicked his tongue.

I ignored him and thought about the one who was inside Marcel’s body.

“Why was he holding a nail?”

Suddenly, that question came to mind. But I didn’t dig too deeply.

Last time, when we entered the labyrinth, many people were killed.

It wouldn’t be strange if one of them had been holding it.

…….The funeral will begin soon.

Then, a man came to mind.

Nation.

He was Viola’s older brother.

He was killed by the Rogolma, so I avenged him. 

He must have been satisfied with that, after all, he only wanted to share a meal.

“What are you thinking about?”

“I was thinking about Nation.”

“He was quite a promising kid. His talents weren’t extraordinary, but he was good at getting along with others. The complete opposite of you.”

So, you’re saying I’m talented but not very personable?

Well, that’s true.

I was always like that.

“So, what did you do?”

“What are you talking about?”

“You’re trying to avoid it even though you know everything. There are no eavesdropping devices here, and nothing leaks out.”

“I just stole his soul.”

“You stole his soul?”

“Yeah, when Volcan subdued him, something came out.”

“Oh?”

“So, I grabbed it and killed him.”

“That’s not the usual case.”

Volcan looked at me with a curious gaze.

After thinking deeply, he casually said.

“It seems like you have some spiritual aptitude.”

“Spiritual aptitude?”

“Yeah, a soul is something you can’t normally see. Even I, with my great talents, can’t see it. It’s one of those abilities I don’t have. It looks like you’ve awakened a spiritual eye. The purple color of your eyes is probably because of that.”

….?

I didn’t think I had any such Gift or ability.

‘But…’

It wasn’t like I didn’t have any idea.

Why could I see the soul? Maybe it was because of Rishiel.

Or was it the effect of Fatal Allure (S)?

To steal something, you need to be aware of it.

It seems like Fatal Allure was helping me in this direction.

Truly a terrifying ability.

Perhaps it was because I had obtained Rishiel’s soul with Fatal Allure, and the Soulstone containing her soul.

“If you have a spiritual eye, you’ll see things you shouldn’t. Looks like you’re going to have a rough time.”

Volcan grinned as he looked at me, as if he was quite looking forward to me struggling.

I just want to get some convenient ability and live an easier life.

But it didn’t seem like that was going to happen.

“Anyway, has anything changed?”

“What do you mean?”

“You caught the Rogolma this time and leveled up. Leveling up usually expands an adventurer’s capacity and grants them new skills. Sometimes, it even grants them a Gift. Since you’ve already received something special before, it’s not unreasonable to expect something this time too.”

Volcan looked at me with gleaming eyes.

I thought for a moment.

Not much has really changed.

If I had to say, there was a change.

Just like with the previous level-up, I gained a new Gift. 

This one combined with another, evolving.

Status window.

Name: Han Yuseong (Lv. 3)

Strength: 15

Agility: 24 (20 + 4)

Stamina: 15

Mana: 15

Mental: 15

Senses: 15

◆ Gifts

[Thief’s Pinnacle (S)], [Absolute Theft (S)], [Master of Swords (A+)], [Master of Bows (A+)], [Purple (A)], [Fatal Constitution (A)], [Combat Control (B)], [Mana Control (B)]

◆ Skills

[Hidden Space (B)], [Charging Shot (B)]

◆ Techniques

[Swordsmanship (Lv 16, 11 + 5)], [Archery (Lv 10, 5 + 5)], [Martial Arts (Lv 3)]

The result is this.

This is my current status window.

The change is that with the level-up, I gained a new Gift, and it evolved when combined with my sharpshooting ability.

And the stat window has greatly evolved.

This almost caused me some trouble.

Before I entered this room, I misjudged my strength and ended up breaking a few steps.

Still, just before I arrived in this room, I managed to control my strength using the dexterity from Thief’s Pinnacle (S).

Anyway, to get to the main point.

“How does it feel, being the youngest to reach level 3 in history?”

“Am I the youngest?”

“No one has ever gotten as strong as you in the thousand-year history of [The Cradle]. It’s unofficial, but still… Even if it’s unofficial, there’s no one else like you.”

Volcan chuckled.

That might be true. With all the Gifts making me stronger and having used some tricks, it would be problematic if I weren’t the youngest.

I guess that’s a lukewarm reaction.

Of course.

Even if he said that, I didn’t really feel it.

It’s actually harder dealing with all the chaos.

Seemingly bored with my sullen response, Volcan sighed.

“Alright, let’s get to the main point.”

At Volcan’s words, I looked at him with bright eyes.

What Volcan meant by getting to the main point was probably

The reward for the events that happened in the labyrinth.

Or perhaps a hush money of sorts.

Maybe because I looked at him with such an eager expression, Volcan looked at me with a bitter smile.

“First, you have two choices.”

“What is it?”

“One is that you defeated the Rogolma with your special Gift…”

“Please choose the latter.”

“Really, you have no desire for honor.”

“Honor is just a hassle.”

Honestly, it really is a bothersome thing.

It would be nice to have honor, but.

I must not forget my goal.

My ultimate goal is to return to the real world.

If that doesn’t work, living here is an option, but even thinking about it, becoming famous isn’t very appealing.

It’s a barbaric era.

An era where fists are closer than laws.

If someone dies, people just look at it as “Well, they’re dead.”

Even within the labyrinth, if someone is deemed an enemy, most people won’t hesitate to kill them, and there are plenty of people who would kill for just a gold coin.

Is it good to become famous in such a place?

Sure, my shoulders might feel a little prouder,

But I’m the type to prioritize practicality over that.

And the more famous you get, the more troublesome things become in this world.

Honestly, I already seem to be famous.

When I went to the back alley, a woman in the Cheonghwa Tower there looked at me and said, “Black-Purple Demon.”

I think it’s very rude to attach a ghost to someone’s name, So, I’m already becoming famous.

It’s probably because she works in the Information Guild, but if they know, it means rumors about me are already spreading.

So, I’d rather avoid becoming even more famous here.

But.

Well, I know you’re the type to think that way. 

That’s why the guild has already made some moves.

Volcan paused and added that.

“As you can see, even if you don’t speak, there are plenty of ways to convey things. Many clans are probably already working to make contact with you.”

“And your level is 3, right? An unprecedented speed. You’ll keep advancing, but at some point, you might think you need to change your party. The only one who might match you would be that orange-haired girl.”

I know that.

“Is that so? Heartless bastard.”

Well, what am I supposed to do about it?

When I looked at Volcan with that expression, he sighed.

“Anyway, what you want is the reward, right? I told Hilda. You can pick it up later, secretly.”

“Secretly?”

“The ones there are tight-lipped, but if you take the reward all at once, it could cause some annoying problems.”

Is Volcan looking out for me?

I’m a bit moved.

Did he understand my thoughts? 

Volcan looked at me, grinned, and said.

“Grow up big and strong. Then, I can retire with peace of mind.”

Give me back my feelings!

How did I end up sending that back to him?

Volcan recalled Han Yuseong, who had just left.

Even after watching up close, he still didn’t quite understand.

He’s an interesting guy,

And his character isn’t bad.

He’s sensitive to his own interests, yet somehow seems down-to-earth.

Above all.

I really like that he doesn’t seek honor.

Honor is a double-edged sword.

He’s better off taking care of himself than being a fool swayed by honor.

He has talent, and his character is good. 

The only downside is that he avoids honor.

He cares for his comrades.

He revealed his secret to Volcan to save his comrade, Marcel.

That alone makes his character pass the test.

The more I see, the more I like him.

But unlike that, the power he possesses was the problem.

The ability to steal souls, I don’t fully understand it.

Is it too dangerous?

There were professions that dealt with souls.

As The Cradle had existed for so long, it had gathered all sorts of especially dangerous Gifts and such.

A thousand years’ worth of history.

The only Gift that dealt with souls was just one.

The fact that he has a spiritual eye…

There’s a chance he could become like that.

Of all things, souls.

About 300 years ago,

When The Cradle’s power was expanding at its peak.

At that time, The Cradle was dangerous.

It was endlessly strong.

Strong enough to overwhelm all the empires and kingdoms on its own.

The military power of those known as [The Cradle] had expanded so much that other forces began to try and counter them.

There was an event that led to the fall of such a force.

The monster known as the Guide of Twilight, Azazel.

At that time, one empire fell, three kingdoms vanished, and.

It was the worst incident caused by a monster that nearly led to the fall of The Cradle.

The first level 9, and the worst level 9, was the one who caused those events.

Volcan knew that Han Yuseong was not that kind of person.

But when considering the fact that he’s still involved with The Cradle, still in the labyrinth.


It’s uncertain whether he could remain someone who isn’t dangerous.

Volcan looked out the window.

Am I getting too old for this?

Lately, he’d been worrying for no reason.



 
  
    Chapter 40: Training – 2


I went to receive my reward from Hilda.

“This is the reward that Lord Volcan entrusted to me.”

She handed me a pouch filled with gold coins and a black box.

It looked very simple, but that made me even more curious.

But what could this black box be?

“It’s something very hard to obtain.”

Hilda said this to me quietly, almost as if whispering.

It was something very difficult to get.

What could it be?

With eager eyes, I looked at the reward and then headed to the inn.

The path to the inn was quiet, and once I blended into the shadows, only a very few people could notice me.

After disappearing, I opened the reward inside my room at the inn.

The gold coins included five platinum coins and thirty gold coins.

Is this what platinum coins are?

Platinum is a rare mineral that was mixed to make the coins.

Each coin was worth 100 gold coins. 

They were easy to carry and often used in black-market transactions, which was a downside, but in this era without electronic currency, they were pretty good conditions.

Anyway, five platinum coins and thirty gold coins…

That’s an outrageous amount.

An enormous sum, enough to buy a house I once dreamed of in my past life.

However, in this era, weapons often cost more than the price of houses in my previous life.

What I did was pretty remarkable, but the amount I received was…

Is this right?

Maybe there’s hush money included as well.

I moved on to the next reward.

The one I was most curious about: the black box.

Clink.

When I opened the box, a transparent bottle filled with liquid was inside.

A potion?

It felt like a bit of a letdown for a reward.

When I thought that and looked again, it didn’t seem like a normal potion.

Oh my, that old man must really think highly of you.

…What, is this that good?

Good? It’s not something that can be described like that. 

The Elixir of Sublimation is so hard to obtain that even if you offered gold, it’d be difficult to get.

The Elixir of Sublimation, huh? It sounds like a really good item.

It’s good. It’s not as great as those potions filled with the mysteries of nature that grant new Gifts, but in terms of boosting stats, it’s better than those. 

It’s the perfect Elixir for you.

I was surprised that Rishiel was so excited.

But if she said so, it must be true.

In situations like this, emotions are the answer.

I decided to go with my feelings.

[Elixir]

Elixir of Sublimation

◇When consumed, greatly increases the user’s stats.

…Ohh.

Is this the kind of elixir that appears in fantasy worlds?

An elixir, huh.

Unlike what I expected, it boosts stats.

Since there’s no other information, I guess it’s safe to drink it as is?

It’s fine. The Elixir of Sublimation can be consumed just like that.

Thinking while looking at Rishiel, she nodded her head.

I twisted off the cap of the elixir and poured it into my mouth. 

What can I say, A blissful sweet taste brushed my tongue, and as it went down inside me.

Whoosh!

It slowly began to melt into my body. 

At the same time, I could feel my body changing.

My senses sharpened, my strength grew, and I felt like my speed had increased.

…Emotion.

Name: Han Yuseong (Lv. 3)

Strength: 15 → 25

Agility: 24 (20+4) → 35 (31+4)

Stamina: 15 → 25

Mana: 15 → 25

Mental: 15 → 25

Senses: 15 → 25

…I’ve grown a lot.

I had suddenly become incredibly stronger.

I had already surpassed the typical level 3.

I thought of the other party members: Rozanté, Glasses, Theresa.

Erme and Viola could probably catch up. 

I had a feeling Rozanté could keep up too.

But Glasses and Theresa couldn’t.

Probably, both of them wouldn’t be able to join our party at some point.

I thought it would be later.

But it seemed that time would come much sooner than I expected.

I had been thinking emotionally, but that’s that, and this is this.

I told Erme that I would rest for a week and then spent my time rolling around in my room.

I really just rolled around.

Rishiel, who was more tired than I was, begged me to at least do something, but.

This is what rest periods are supposed to be for.

I had plenty of money, and I had plenty of time. 

So, I focused on exploring different foods.

As a result, I ended up learning where the best restaurants were.

After doing all that, I felt like my mental state had recovered quite a bit.

Has it been about 3 days?

I had 4 days left. 

Erme had gone down into the labyrinth today, and there was nothing particularly important to do, so.

It’s about time for a check-up.

First, swordsmanship.

I went out into the yard.

The best training ground among all the ones in The Cradle was the one at the Adventurer’s Guild.

However, there were too many people watching there.

There are private rooms, though.

But I couldn’t use a private room. 

I had met the required fee, but I also needed to have a certain level or a higher clan level to be eligible.

I could probably ask Volcan.

But I didn’t want to be indebted to that old man that much.

So, I went out into the yard.

It was for warming up.

So much has changed.

The one who didn’t know anything about violence was now about to swing a sword to warm up his body.

Well, it doesn’t matter.

Since I ended up in this era, I have no choice but to get used to it.

And it’s fun, too.

It’s a bit of a shame that Volcan’s not here, though.

Since I’m just going to swing a sword, Rishiel’s advice should be enough.

I don’t know many sword techniques.

At most, it’s the kind of techniques you’d find in a textbook. 

Plus, there’s Rishiel’s swordsmanship and some of Volcan’s techniques.

Volcan’s swordsmanship focused on breaking the opponent’s flow.

Rishiel’s swordsmanship presses the opponent by riding their flow.

Both are excellent sword techniques. 

I practiced them with both hands.

I want to get stronger.

What if—

What if I could withstand a single strike from that guy?

What if Glasses had been unlucky and got killed by him?

I swung my sword, drawing out dark emotions. 

After a brief moment, I stopped.

Why did you stop?

Someone’s here.

Someone’s here?

Before Rishiel could finish her question, A man stepped out.

Well, a man wasn’t quite the right word. 

His skin was greenish.

An orc.

Rishiel gave him a disgusted look.

Does she have a bad memory with orcs?

No, orcs are just ugly.

That’s just plain hatred.

Ignoring Rishiel’s words, I looked at the orc.

He’s big.

The orc was huge. 

He looked to be about 2 meters tall, and his body was packed with muscles.

“Sorry about that. I didn’t mean to interrupt your training.”

The orc lowered his head and spoke to me.

He doesn’t use a weapon?

One of the basic things I knew inside collapsed.

“Well, it’s my fault for training here. It’s fine.”

“Ha, quite a generous personality. The sword didn’t seem like it, though.”

He handles a sword?

“A little bit.”

The orc chuckled and spoke to me.

“Ah, I forgot to introduce myself. You can call me Burkan.”

“Han Yuseong.”

“Oh, someone from the East? The swordsmanship from the East is quite sharp.”

Burkan looked at me with a grin.

“The East, huh.”

There was an empire in the western continent.

And apparently, there was also an empire in the eastern continent.

I didn’t know much about it, and I wasn’t from the East, so I shook my head.

“I’m not from the East.”

“Not from the East? That kind of swift swordsmanship is a specialty of the Easterners.”

Burkan smirked as he said that, then looked at me and spoke again.

“Since this is fate, how about a spar?”

Why does fate mean we have to fight?

I had a lot of things I wanted to say, but…

I like that look in his eyes.

His eyes were burning.

Filled with passion. 

Something I didn’t have.

Was he really looking for a fight?

If it’s an orc, then he’s trustworthy. 

Orcs are.

“Orcs?”

They honor a different kind of pride than you do. 

They love battle and are violent, which is a flaw, but they do their best to keep their word once spoken.

“What about elves?”

We elves are a race that values peace and love.

I looked at Rishiel with a cold, unimpressed gaze.

We were on good terms now, but thinking back to our first meeting… it was a nightmare.

I turned back to Burkan.

A duel, huh.

Burkan looked strong at a glance.

Thief’s Pinnacle let me sense it.

Burkan’s level was 4.

A monster I couldn’t reach yet.

That’s what makes it fun.

When else would I get to fight someone like this without worrying?

I grinned fiercely and accepted.

“I think this could use an audience, but… seeing your expression, I guess we can start right away.”

“Then, here I come.”

“Come at me.”

Burkan picked up a wooden sword and told me to attack. 

I charged at him.

“Oh? You’re pretty fast.”

I swung my right sword—Rishiel’s swordsmanship, the kind that turns the flow into my own and overwhelms the opponent.

Burkan swung his sword in a wide arc. 

It was strange. 

It was definitely coming toward me, and yet.

I can’t dodge it?

I had a gut feeling. 

I stepped back a pace and crossed my swords to block.

Boom!

An overwhelming force surged through my arms.

“Oh? You blocked that? Impressive.”

I didn’t respond.

A strange level of focus began to take over.

Burkan’s swordplay was filling my mind with inspiration.

Swordsmanship I’ve never seen before.

From the way his muscles moved to the way he swung his blade—it was different from every swordsman I had encountered so far.

It stirred something deep inside me. 

A strange hunger.

“You’re focused now, huh? You’ve got a good eye for sword—”

Burkan was saying something.

But I ignored him and moved my sword.

I slashed to the right—Burkan blocked it effortlessly.

I swung with my left hand—Burkan swung his sword in a wide arc, trying to knock both of my blades away.

Martial arts.

A kick.

I aimed for his midsection.

But Burkan didn’t dodge or react the way I expected.

“Hrrgh!”

What a brute.

Burkan let out a battle cry as he blocked my kick head-on.

And then.

Kwaaaang!

His sword came crashing down.

Barely dodged it.

It was close. 

Too close. 

But I felt like I was getting closer to something.

Burkan’s sword style didn’t suit me.

But I could see a way to break through it.

I charged at him, swinging my sword.

He had the advantage in strength and endurance.

What I could rely on were my agility and senses.

Clang!

Clang, clang, clang, clang!

Bit by bit, I chipped away at his reach, narrowing the space where he could swing freely.

If I made a single mistake, I’d lose.

If I forced him into a mistake, I’d win.

It was no different from walking a tightrope, but this was the only way I could win.

Maybe things would change if I used mana or aura.

But this was just a duel of pure swordsmanship.

As I kept pushing forward, chipping away at Burkan’s range.

Whoosh!

Suddenly, my vision went pitch black.

A strange world where everything was divided by white lines.

…This is…

I had seen this sight once before.

Back when I practiced Rishiel’s sword.

It was just like that time.

When I first wielded Rishiel’s sword, I had gained a sword technique—Dark Moon.

Now, I began to see similar silhouettes forming.

Back then, the silhouette I saw was of a swordsman wielding a single blade.

A swordsman who erased everything in their path.

My most powerful sword technique—Dark Moon.

And now, I saw something similar.

I let go of one sword.

I swung the remaining one.

Blood trickled from my nose.


And then.

“Black Sea.”

Sssshhh!

The darkness split apart.



 
  
    Chapter 41: Training – 3


Black Sea.

The name of a technique that suddenly came to mind.

It used a different character than Dark Moon, but.

I instinctively knew this was right.

A sword technique that cuts through darkness.

I had no idea why it was called Black Sea, though.

…This is strange.

This swordsmanship felt incredibly odd.

Dark Moon and Black Sea.

The moment I acquired both techniques, I realized.

This was something akin to an arrangement made for someone.

But why?

I had no idea why this swordsmanship had come to me.

And yet, simply accepting it without question felt unsettling.

Either way.

The sword strike that seemed to cut through darkness missed Burkan.

Partly because I had altered its trajectory.

And partly because Burkan had reacted to my swordplay.

That was close.

As I said before, this was a friendly spar.

Attempting a lethal strike on my opponent could be a problem.

More importantly.

That guy seems to have a high status.

He might even be on par with Rishiel, or perhaps above her.

Until now, I had tested various elven sword techniques.

But Rishiel’s swordsmanship suited me the best.

And when I practiced it, I awakened Dark Moon.

Whoosh!

Even though my attack had missed.

The technique, Black Sea, had still wounded Burkan.

The swordsmanship Rishiel had taught me, Dark Moon, poured out darkness.

And when I observed Burkan’s swordsmanship.

The technique I gained was Black Sea.

If Dark Moon was a technique that unleashed darkness.

Then Black Sea was a sword style that cut through darkness.

What is this?

Why did the swordsmanship of orcs and elves feel so similar, yet so fundamentally different?

It was as if they were positioned at exact opposites.

Or more precisely.

No, am I overthinking this?

It was too ridiculous a thought. 

Would something like that even be possible?

No, rather than focusing on that right now.

“Kahaha!”

Burkan, who was looking at me with an expression like he was having the time of his life, seemed far more dangerous at the moment.

“Kahahaha! What—what the hell did you just do!?”

“What?”

“Don’t play dumb! You started with human swordsmanship, then switched to those pointy-eared bastards’ style, and then to our orc swordsmanship! How the hell did you do that?! Actually—never mind, I don’t care about that!”

Burkan pointed his sword at me and grinned.

“I am one of the orc warriors destined to rise. In your people’s terms, I am a Sword Hero Candidate.”

A Sword Hero Candidate?

I looked at Burkan.

This was the second time I had met someone with that title.

But… I don’t feel anything special.

I had met Erme.

I had seen Celly.

And with them, I felt something strange—like my Gift was resonating with theirs.

But there’s also Rozanté.

Rozanté, who had the abilities of a potential Saintess Candidate.

Yet, my Gift didn’t resonate with hers.

I only knew she was a candidate because the system message told me.

So maybe—hers was still growing, or something was hidden.

I narrowed my eyes at Burkan.

But he didn’t give me that same special feeling.

“You must be the hidden Sword Hero Candidate that the Empire is trying so hard to keep secret.”

“…?”

The Empire is keeping a Sword Hero Candidate hidden?

What was that supposed to mean?

As I gave him a questioning look, Burkan’s face twisted in disbelief.

“What? The Empire’s standards have fallen this much…?”

He casually insulted the Empire before wiping the expression from his face.

“No, that’s not the point right now. I’ve met you, and you challenged me to a duel.”

Burkan adjusted his stance.

The pressure increased.

The moment Burkan changed his stance, I felt as if my body had become heavier.

This is…

Aura.

Before I realized it, Rishiel was beside me, arms crossed, watching the scene.

A guy who uses aura, huh. 

Well, orcs do worship aura. 

They have the highest rate of manifesting it.

Even so.

Rishiel narrowed her eyes at Burkan and spoke.

Manifesting aura means he’s a warrior with outstanding talent. 

Someone like me.

Like Rishiel, huh.

If that was the case, I should be able to handle it.

Back then, I was vastly different.

Rishiel hadn’t used her full strength either, but now.

Well, I know a lot more now.

I moved past my thoughts about Rishiel and focused on Burkan.

I could use aura too.

Just a little, but enough to push back someone who was unleashing theirs.

The moment I let it out—

“Oh?”

A spark cracked through the air as something unseen burst around me.

A force different from mana.

Something that instilled pressure in an opponent.

Burkan’s previously wild momentum slightly shrank back.

“Impressive aura. Your control over it is quite remarkable as well.”

“I can handle the basics.”

“…….”

Both Burkan and Rishiel gave me dumbfounded expressions.

Did I say something wrong?

I really just know the basics, though.

Unbelievable.

Rishiel pressed her fingers to her forehead as if she had a headache.

Burkan looked at me with a strange expression before speaking.

“You might really become a true Hero.”

“I’m not even a Hero Candidate.”

Unfortunately.

“…Are all humans blind, or what? Then again, why don’t you just join us orcs?”

Don’t go!

Rishiel shrieked, almost like she was having a seizure.

Rather than following those crude orcs, we elves can treat you far better!

Elves, huh…?

D-Don’t worry! Whatever you’re worried about, once I regain my body, I can fix everything for you!

I wasn’t exactly interested in becoming an elf, though.

If anything, the orcs seemed more likable.

“You have the potential to lead our orcs, to unite the beastkin and those pointy-eared bastards under one great chieftain!”

“…I’m not really into that kind of thing.”

“You have no desire for honor? That makes me want you even more!”

Burkan bared his teeth in a wide grin.

“Then… I shall now collapse. Carry me to an inn room.”

THUD!

…Huh?

He fell backward.

When I stepped closer to check, his eyes were rolled back, and foam was spilling from his mouth.

Is this serious?

Just in case, I grabbed a potion from my Hidden Space and split it—half was poured over his wounds, half into his mouth.

I wasn’t entirely sure, but I had heard this method boosted a potion’s effects.

Did he really just pass out now, after taking that sword strike head-on?

Looks like it.

That’s incredibly tough.

Rishiel stared at him with exasperation, though there was a hint of admiration in her voice.

That level of toughness is part of his racial traits, but still, it’s enviable. 

He must have inherited a lot from his lineage.

…

Rishiel looked at Burkan with envy, but I was staring at him for a different reason.

…This guy looks like someone important. 

Do I really have to drag him to an inn room?

I was caught in that dilemma.

“It looks like you have a problem. Would you like some help?”

It was Lucia.

Lucia.

The woman known as the Execution Princess, a lady as crimson as blood itself.

The system had defined her as a Villainess, and she always carried a peculiar umbrella.

Her appearance was so mesmerizing that for a brief moment, I even thought,
Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad to just let her be obsessed with me.

“It is something I could use help with.”

“Oh, you just need this person taken to an inn? Don’t worry. I’ll have a servant handle it.”

“Then, I’d appreciate it.”

“If you’re grateful, could you spare me some time?”

She extended a hand toward me, asking shyly.

It was an obvious invitation for a date.

…I do have some things I want to figure out.

I nodded.

“Good. If you had refused, I would’ve had to go eat alone at the restaurant. That would’ve been so lonely.”

“You could have just canceled it.”

“Canceling on the same day requires a fee. Since that would’ve been a waste of money, I would’ve gone alone regardless.”

Lucia smiled, clearly in a good mood.

“Maxwell, take care of this.”

“Understood.”

A presence flickered, and a man appeared.

He looked to be over 80 years old, dressed in a classic butler’s uniform, wearing a monocle over one eye.

A thief.

I instinctively recognized him as someone like me.

What kind of ability was that? 

He had emerged from the shadows in an instant.

“Curious, are you?”

“You did just leap out of the shadows. It seems like a unique Gift…”

“You figured out that much already? But beyond that, it’s a secret. Maxwell is a very important butler to our family, after all.”

I looked at Maxwell.

He stood before me with refined, precise movements.

I don’t think I’ve ever seen a thief this skilled before…

…Interesting.

He was strong.

But strangely, he felt like someone I could handle.

Thieves relied on every trick imaginable.

And I was the one who stood at the pinnacle of that path, with Thief’s Pinnacle (S).

Which meant…

I might actually be able to take him on.

“I’m a little jealous.”

“Huh?”

“No, nothing. The restaurant reservation time is approaching, so shall we go?”

Lucia grabbed my arm and pulled me along.

The place she brought me to was incredibly luxurious.

Every building in the area exuded wealth, and the people walking around looked well-dressed and refined.

They all seemed to be upper-class or richer.

Everyone here looks so relaxed.

The neighborhood I lived in had a certain rotting feeling to it.

But here, I saw a child trip, and immediately, an adult helped them up.

I guess having money really does make life more comfortable.

After briefly taking in the atmosphere, we stepped inside the restaurant.

The interior was elegant and vintage in style.

From the entrance alone, it was clear that this was an establishment meant exclusively for the upper class.

“What do you think?”

“It’s nice.”

“…You seem like you were raised in wealth.”

“I’m a commoner.”

“I don’t discriminate based on status. Whether you’re a slave, a commoner, or a noble, as long as you have ability, The Cradle allows anyone to climb to the top.”

Lucia said that, then made a face like she had said something she shouldn’t have.

You? 

A commoner?

I guess I do have a bit of a refined look.

Probably because I had grown up in comfort.

I had put a lot of effort into customizing my appearance, after all.

We ate together.

Some ridiculously expensive steak that cost several gold coins, paired with an even more absurdly priced wine worth over ten gold coins.

…It’s good, but…

The more I thought about the money, the less I could enjoy the taste.

This was indulgence at its peak.

Delicious, sure, but not that delicious.

Still, since someone else was paying, I at least pretended to enjoy it.

But something felt off.

Lucia looked a little sulky.

You are truly…

Rishiel had a look of resignation on her face.

What did I even do?

After we finished, we returned to the inn’s courtyard.

“I had a great time today.”

“I’m glad you enjoyed yourself.”

Lucia trailed off, pausing with a thoughtful expression.

I wondered what she was debating when, suddenly, she casually asked,

“Would you be interested in sparring with me?”

“No, not at all.”

Did she think I was some kind of battle maniac?

At my blunt response, Lucia trembled slightly.

Ah.

That was a mistake.

I shouldn’t have reacted like that…

She did buy me dinner, after all.

If I get another chance, I should treat her a little better.

With that, I said my goodbyes and headed inside the inn.

The first thing I saw was Erme.

She was grinning more than usual, her expression practically glowing with excitement.

“You’re craftier than I thought.”

“What?”

“Hehe, you don’t have to hide anything from me. But more importantly—food… wait, you probably already ate. How about a drink instead?”

“Sure, why not.”

Erme and I started drinking.

At some point, Lucia spotted us and joined our table.


And then, the next morning.

“What the hell is this?”

Lucia and Erme were hugging me in bed.

Thankfully, it seemed like nothing major had happened.



 
  
    Chapter 42: Training – 4


When I came to my senses, Lucia was in the bed to my right, and Erme was in the bed to my left.

What the hell is this situation?

I remembered drinking with Erme. 

Then Lucia had joined in, and the three of us drank together.

And now, this was the result.

I searched for Rishiel.

I needed answers.

It didn’t seem like anything had happened, but I had to be sure.

Nothing happened.

Rishiel dismissed my concern with a single sentence.

That was a relief.

Erme and I still had a long way to go.

More importantly.

Could I even handle both of them at once?

I turned my head and looked at Erme, who was sleeping peacefully.

She looked even prettier up close.

But if we’re talking about beauty, the other one is just as stunning.

I glanced at Lucia. 

Her crimson hair shimmered in the morning light.

If Erme was still growing into her beauty, Lucia had already reached its peak.

Erme would probably develop a similar allure in a few years.

Thinking about that, I looked at Rishiel.

She’s beautiful too…

Maybe it was because she was an elf, but I didn’t feel the same kind of attraction.

Or maybe it was because she was a soul.

I carefully shifted my body and slipped out from between them.

After a light stretch, I gathered my things for the day.

Maybe I should head to the training grounds.

Not being able to use a private room was a bit annoying.

But I needed to assess my current state.

After my fight with Burkan, my swordsmanship had changed.

Black Sea.

Ever since I gained that technique, something about me felt different.

Maybe if I show this to that old man, something might change.

With that thought in mind, I finished preparing when.

Knock, knock.

Someone was at the door.

At this hour?

I sensed their presence outside.

Theresa, Glasses, and Rozanté.

The three of them were standing outside.

“…Yuseong, are you in there?”

“Yeah, I’ll open up.”

When I opened the door, the first thing I saw was Theresa’s blank expression. 

Then Glasses.

“Do you know where Erme is? We haven’t seen her since yesterda—ah.”

That ah was filled with understanding.

It was only then that I realized I still had two people sprawled across my bed.

“…It’s not what you think.”

“Don’t worry. I’m already engaged. I understand. But other women might not.”

“Yeah, I don’t misunderstand either.”

“Neither do I.”

Glasses, Theresa, and then Rozanté spoke in order.

But Rozanté’s voice had a bit of an edge to it.

“…Seriously, nothing happened. I had dinner with Lucia, then drank with Erme, and somehow it ended up like this.”

“So you built the Great Wall of Liquor, huh? More importantly, Yuseong, I didn’t realize before, but you have quite the reputation with women.”

What the hell does that mean?

Was she implying I just used women and tossed them aside?

That kind of statement could seriously damage my reputation. I quickly denied it.

“No, seriously, nothing happened.”

“I actually already know.”

Glasses smiled brightly.

“Knowing you, after a big event, you’d be too busy sorting things out in your head. You’re not the type to do something reckless.”

“Don’t lie, Glasses. You already said there wasn’t any scent.”

“…You don’t have to tear down my carefully crafted message like that.”

So that’s what happened.

I let out a sigh of relief.

I should never let women stay in my room again.

So, does that mean I count too?

You’re not even a woman.

Rishiel made a genuinely hurt expression.

But seriously, wouldn’t it be way weirder if I had any sort of feelings for a spirit?

“Well, since we’re all here, maybe it’s a good time to get everything sorted out.”

“Sorted out?”

“Yeah.”

Glasses nodded, and suddenly, I heard his voice directly in my ear.

When I was taken by the Rogolma in the labyrinth, some of its memories slipped into me.

“I see… We do need to sort things out.”

Glasses smiled at my words.

I looked at Lucia, still asleep on the bed. 

She seemed like she was going to stay out for a while.

Maybe I should wake Erme and take her to her own room.

Erme doesn’t know either. 

This is something we all need to discuss together.

If Glasses thought so, he was probably right.

That guy loved adventure and romance, but that didn’t mean his head didn’t work.

He’s actually pretty sharp.

Which made sense. 

After all, he was a mage.

I asked Theresa to wake up Erme, then requested a private room from the innkeeper.

“A private room?”

He hesitated briefly before asking for silver coins, which I handed over.

It felt a little wasteful, but it was still better than sneaking into Erme’s room.

Soon, a half-asleep Erme and the rest of the group gathered.

Glasses cast a strange spell over the area.

“Whew. The Silas Spell is flawless. No sound will leak from this room now.”

“Renting a place wasn’t a bad idea. If we were in Yuseong’s or my room, it could have been a hassle.”

That almost sounded like a compliment.

Did he have some kind of Gift related to this? 

Maybe something that let him read the memories of objects?

Now that I think about it, it’d be weirder if something like that didn’t exist.

This was a world where even truth-verifying paper existed. No need to overthink it.

“You all know I was taken by the Rogolma, right?”

“Yeah.”

“And for some reason, it ended up being recorded as Yuseong defeating it. In the process, I became linked with it… and I was able to read its memories.”

“I see… So while that creature was reading Marcel’s memories, Marcel was also reading its memories.”

“That’s right. And in the process, I discovered something shocking.”

“Shocking? Like what?”

“First, Nation. The Rogolma killed his party but left his head intact. The reason? It was meant as a warning… for someone.”

“A warning?”

“Yuseong, you mentioned finding a suspicious nail, right?”

“Yeah.”

Wait. 

Why was that coming up now?

“Nation was involved in something there. I don’t know the details, but it seems like he was trying to do something inside the labyrinth.”

“Nation… was part of Rebellion?”

It was something that could make sense, but I still struggled to understand it.

Nation had a stable future ahead of him.

Why would he risk it all for something like that?

“Anyway, there’s also something about the so-called 25th floor you should know.”

“You even have information on that?”

“I do. Normally, even if I had read these memories, I should have died from it. So… I want to formally thank you again for saving me.”

Glasses bowed his head deeply toward me.

No need to go that far…

“So, about the 25th floor?”

“Because people recently broke through the 24th floor, the monsters on the 25th floor were affected. As a result, they rushed all the way down to the 1st floor, and that, in turn, affected the other monsters.”

“I see… If one of them had a Gift, that could explain why the intelligence of nearby monsters suddenly increased.”

“Also, I have to apologize, but I already informed the Guild Master about this.”

“That was the right move. The Guild Master can distinguish truth from lies and see through to the heart of things.”

“Haha, that’s exactly why I did it. Anyway, those are the key points.”

After that, Glasses explained more strange occurrences.

But most of it was speculation.

Erme occasionally responded with “Hooh,” as if intrigued.

As for me, I just listened in case there was something I might need to remember later.

Rozanté and Theresa were half-asleep.

“…Ah, I ended up talking too much. You must be tired after exploring the labyrinth yesterday.”

“I can still go again today.”

“That’s true. Now that the labyrinth has stabilized, pushing hard right now is probably the right call.”

Glasses nodded in agreement.

“We’re heading into the labyrinth now. What about you two?”

“I’ll go.”

“I want to rest today.”

Erme agreed, but I declined.

Figuring out Black Sea was my top priority.

At my response, Glasses smirked.

“So, is your plan to rest for a full week still in effect?”

“Yeah, pretty much.”

“That means you have three days left. That should be enough.”

“Enough for what?”

“Let’s leave it as a surprise. Let’s go—I wouldn’t like it if you caught up too fast.”

Is he talking about leveling up?

Does he not know that I’m level 3 already?

I had leveled up after defeating the Rogolma, but before that, I had already been grinding levels solo in the labyrinth.

Well, he’ll find out soon enough.

I headed outside.

“I thought you were resting?”

“Nah, I need to ask Volcan something.”

The walk to Volcan’s place was filled with an odd silence.

“You want to ask me about swords?”

Volcan looked at me with expectant eyes.

Why does he look so excited just because I want to ask about swords?

Did I do something?

Volcan didn’t wait for my thoughts to catch up—he stood, towering over me.

A two-meter-tall mountain of muscle.

I didn’t want to be that big.

But I had to admit, life must be pretty easy with a body like that.

“Sorry, but I can’t teach you. My swordsmanship is only for my disciples.”

“…What?”

What the hell?

Wasn’t Volcan already my teacher?

“…You thought of me as your teacher? Would a guy from the East talk like that?”

“Does it matter?”

I was technically from the East, but still.

“Well, I said that, but I don’t really want to be your master.”

“Then what do you want?”

“There are too many things that bother me about making you my disciple. I’ve lived too recklessly for that.”

At least he knows himself.

But for someone who was self-aware, he sure acted like this a lot.

“The moment I officially take you as my disciple, people will start coming after you.”

“…”

“What’s with that look?”

“Nothing.”

“How bad would it be?”

“Painful.”

“Hmm.”

“They wouldn’t be able to kill you, but they’d keep poking at you. And for you, those pokes would be pretty damn annoying.”

So, in the end, he wasn’t taking me in as a disciple because he was worried his problems would become my problems.

“Then just teach me about swords.”

“Straight to the point, huh.”

Volcan muttered as he grabbed a sword as tall as he was and walked inside.

“What are you doing? Get in here.”

I followed him inside.

It reminded me of the first time we met.

Compared to back then…

I was much stronger now. 

Strength, speed—everything.

And yet, even with my Master of Swords ability.

Even with my heightened senses,

“I can’t see his openings.”

It just meant Volcan was that powerful.

Step. 

Step.

We soon arrived at the center of the training ground.

Volcan silently stared at me.

His eyes carried a clear message— Come at me if you can.

I accepted the challenge.

Drawing my sword, I lunged at him.

There was no need to test the waters.

From the very first strike.

Boom.

A heavy step.

The moment my foot touched the ground, a strange ripple pulsed through the air.

And then.

Black Sea.

A blade that cut through darkness surged toward Volcan.

KUUUUUNG!

Without moving a single step, Volcan blocked it with one hand.

He’s ridiculously strong.

I still couldn’t reach him?

Volcan, aware of my frustration or perhaps ignoring it, wore an unusually serious expression.

“Where did you learn this?”

“I stole it.”

“You stole this?”

“I picked it up while fighting an orc.”

“You learned it just from that?”

Volcan hesitated for a moment before speaking again.

“If you can help it, don’t use this in public.”

“Why?”

“Simple. That’s a technique once used by an Orc Hero. If you want to be worshiped by orcs, then go ahead.”


I briefly imagined Burkan and his kind swarming around me.

Yeah… absolutely not.

I made a firm decision.

This technique is getting sealed away.
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Hero.

That name carries a slightly different meaning in this world.

Rather than being the adversary of the Demon King, here, it refers more to the talent needed to reach the pinnacle of the Labyrinth.

In every era, those born with a hero’s talent were either cut down early…

Or they became heroes, venturing into the deepest floors of the Labyrinth.

“An Orc Hero, huh.”

I pondered the meaning of that name.

One of the strongest races within the Labyrinth.

A race that had taken the lead in Labyrinth exploration thanks to their naturally powerful physiques.

And now, I was wielding the swordsmanship of a hero from that race.

“Not exactly ideal.”

I frowned.

Being admired by someone like Burkan was fine.

But being revered by those even less intelligent than him was a different issue altogether.

“I’m already trying to avoid standing out.”

Drawing attention in that way was far too dangerous.

“Of course, if you’re willing to give up on staying unnoticed, you can use it all you want. No, in fact, I could even vouch for you.”

The old man grinned, clearly entertained.

Well, I suppose it must be amusing from his perspective.

But from mine, it was nothing short of a nightmare.

I scowled and firmly declined.

“That’s not happening.”

“Then hold back.”

I should probably restrain myself.

Of course, if I needed to use it, I would.

Nothing was more important than my life or my party members’ survival.

“I’ll use it if it’s an emergency, but I get that it’s best to avoid it in crowded places.”

“Well, I’m sure you’ll figure out a way. You do have that purple lightning, after all.”

“That thing, huh.”

I opened my palm.

A small sphere of purple lightning crackled and danced above it.

“Even with just that, there’s hardly anyone at your level who could match you. Though, the sword techniques you’re using now… they might be a bit of a problem.”

“Hmm.”

“Anyway, what’s your plan now?”

“What do you mean?”

“It’s about time you made a decision. With your abilities, you won’t lose proficiency in either swords or bows, but eventually, you need to pick one as your main focus.”

He had a point.

Right now, I could push both skills to their full potential.

‘But if I focus on one, I could go even further.’

After all, what makes the Labyrinth so special?

It’s party play.

The best approach is for my party members to cover my weaknesses.

Even if my close-combat skills become slightly weaker, my allies can make up for it.

‘Maybe I should discuss it with them.’

I gave Volcan a nod and stepped outside.

Volcan watched as Yuseong walked away.

‘That guy’s a monster.’

Where the hell did he learn all that?

He had spoken about it so casually, but in reality, it was impossible.

Different races couldn’t learn each other’s secret techniques.

It was an absolute truth, like a law of the world.

Humans couldn’t master elven techniques.

Elves couldn’t master human techniques.

It had been an unshakable fact for hundreds of years.

‘And yet…’

That guy had mastered both elven and orcish techniques.

Of course, he couldn’t wield them with the same level of power as their original users.

He was simply too weak for that.

The orcish technique that could cut through anything.

The elven technique that could shatter everything.

Both were incredibly powerful.

Even Volcan wouldn’t be able to take a direct hit from them.

Maybe the Guild Master could manage… but even that wasn’t certain.

“Tsk.”

Volcan glanced at his palm.

He clicked his tongue.

A needless wound.

‘Trying to show off for no reason.’

He had deliberately taken that sword strike head-on.

That was the only reason his palm was injured.

“…… Monster of a guy.”

That was all there was to it.

After leaving the guild, I sat on a bench to gather my thoughts.

‘This actually works out well.’

Standing at the front had started to feel like a burden.

Sure, in an emergency, I’d step forward if needed.

But staying in the back, firing arrows, suited me much better.

‘Should I really focus on swordsmanship?’

That thought had been nagging at me since escaping from the Labyrinth.

From the party’s perspective, it made more sense for me to fight from the rear than to push forward.

We already had enough frontliners.

Starting with Erme, then Theresa, and even Rozanté—our vanguard was well covered.

The rear should be handled by Glasses and me.

That would be the ideal setup.

So my decision was clear.

Bows and arrows.

Setting traps.

Focusing on scouting and detection.

That would benefit the party the most.

And now, I had even learned how to make traps.

In the Labyrinth, while dealing with the goblin forces led by the Green Bone Horse.

I had set up traps using sharpened arrows to conserve as much stamina as possible.

‘Bows aren’t bad at all.’

To be honest, swordsmanship wasn’t really my style.

I preferred to toy with my enemies, making their lives miserable.

Focusing on archery was a good choice, but…

‘Is there something more?’

I felt like I was lacking as a thief.

There was something else I wanted to do.

What was a thief at their core?

A jack-of-all-trades.

They could shoot arrows, wield a sword, set traps, and gather intelligence.

Another way to describe a jack-of-all-trades?

A versatile character.

Since I was already considered a Thief Hero Candidate, aiming for versatility made the most sense.

With that in mind, I scanned the Labyrinth’s job request board.

There were requests for gathering rare materials from the Labyrinth.

Others involved escorting people safely through dangerous areas.

Various tasks were available, but for some reason, I found myself drawn to… medicinal herbs.

The herbs of the Labyrinth.

‘I have knowledge about them.’

Herbs…

And how they could become poisons depending on how they were used.

Poison.

‘Poison is incredibly useful if you know how to handle it.’

Paralytic poisons, sleep-inducing agents, corrosive toxins that could melt flesh on contact.

Thief’s Pinnacle had filled my mind with countless possibilities.

That settled it.

‘Let’s get my hands on some poison first.’

There were places that dealt in medicinal and poisonous herbs.

Since they were dangerous to humans, I probably wouldn’t be able to buy large quantities.

‘But even if they don’t have what I need… I know just the person who might.’

As I made my way to the black market, I recalled Jemsoui, the woman I had argued with alongside Erme.

From the way things felt, she seemed to be the owner of that place.

‘Might as well try getting what I need from her.’

I could also pick up some materials for traps while I was at it.

“So, what brings you here without that woman?”

That was the first thing I heard as soon as I stepped into the forge.

The same forge Erme and I had visited before.

According to Erme, the owner was a human who had earned the title of [Master Craftsman].

“I’d like to get my hands on some sharp bowstrings like last time.”

“You want those again?”

“They worked well for traps, so I found them quite useful.”

“Ah, you mean you want to use them like wire. Can’t say I’m surprised you’d think of something like that.”

The dwarf blacksmith was acting surprisingly familiar with me.

We hadn’t interacted much, but I didn’t particularly mind.

As long as I got good materials for a fair price, that was all that mattered.

“Follow me. I’ve got something for you.”

“For me?”

“Consider it a token of gratitude.”

“Gratitude?”

“Viola. You saved that kid, didn’t you?”

“……?”

“She’s from the family I work for. I craft equipment for them from time to time. I just wanted to thank you for saving her.”

How did things end up connecting like this?

Feeling a bit dazed, I followed him further inside.

“By the way, I overheard something. Your level is three?”

“…Yes.”

“Here, try touching this.”

He hadn’t been here long, yet he was already progressing at that speed…

That girl sure had a good eye for people.

“This is The Cradle for you.”

The dwarf blacksmith gestured toward a coil of wire resting on one side of the workshop.

The string looked incredibly sharp—so much so that an ordinary person might lose a hand just by touching it.

“…Isn’t this ridiculously dangerous?”

“You can handle it, can’t you?”

Well, probably.

I focused, activating Thief’s Pinnacle.

The ability flooded my mind with information.

At the same time, it granted me an incredible level of dexterity.

It was the reason I could shoot a bow so well.

The reason I could pull even the sharpest bowstrings without hesitation.

I carefully picked up the wire.

‘This is…’

A bit too dangerous. 

Even I would have to be cautious while using it.

One wrong move, and I could lose a finger.

In other words…

‘It’s an excellent weapon.’

A double-edged sword. 

No, it was closer to a cursed weapon.

I grinned.

“You’re really giving me this?”

“Judging by that smile, it looks like you like it. Take this too.”

The dwarf casually tossed me a dagger.

I caught it with ease and examined it.

A blade gleaming with a dark, obsidian sheen.

“…This looks expensive.”

“If you think of it as the price for that girl’s life, it’s a bargain.”

“Then I won’t refuse.”

If he put it that way, turning it down would only be rude.

I tucked the dagger inside my coat.

“Take this too. You’ll need a place to store that wire.”

“Thank you.”

“And this as well. You don’t seem to take proper care of your sword. A blade rusts quickly if not maintained.”

“…It’s in its sheath. You could tell just from that?”

“We’re called the Ironfolk for a reason.”

“Then I’ll gladly accept it.”

Even someone as shameless as me felt a little guilty about this.

“Judging by your face, you’re feeling a bit uneasy about getting so much for free.”

“Well, yeah.”

“Don’t think of it as a favor. This is an investment.”

His words caught my attention.

“Investment?”

“I’ve heard about what you did—not just for that kid. You’re the type to end up deep inside the Labyrinth sooner or later.”

“……”

“So when that happens, you’ll sell me any rare materials you find first. That’s the kind of investment this is.”

I accepted everything the dwarf handed me without hesitation.

“You take things pretty shamelessly, huh?”

“Well, refusing would be rude, wouldn’t it?”

The dwarf let out a hearty laugh.

“Hah! You’ve got a point.”

Then, as if it were an afterthought, he casually tossed out his name.

“The name’s Durin.”

“Han Yuseong.”

“Alright, then. Take care.”

With that, Durin disappeared into the back of the forge.

I stepped outside.

I slowly closed my eyes.

‘It’s about time to claim my reward.’

Main Quest.

When I uncovered the true identity of the Green Bone Horse that had taken over Marcel’s body…

I had come face to face with an Abyssal Entity.

It was time to collect my reward for that encounter.

[Main Quest – Chapter 2.]

You have encountered an Abyssal Entity.

He is a being with the qualifications of a Centurion.

You must either kill him or reclaim Marcel.

Reward: Marcel’s body + ???

Failure: No penalty.

[You have received one random Gift and a Gift Selection Ticket (B) as your reward.]

I looked at the quest log and chuckled.

It was basically telling me, “You’ve learned the basics. From here on out, figure it out yourself.”

‘Well, fine by me.’

I wasn’t interested in growing stronger just by blindly accepting whatever was handed to me.

Besides, I already had a decent grasp of the knowledge I needed.

‘And ever since I heard about it from that guy, there’s a certain combination I’ve been wanting to try…’

I pressed the [Complete Quest] button.

[Random Gift acquired: Elven Apothecary (A).]

“…Huh?”

[Gift: Elven Apothecary (A)]

◇ Grants the ability to distinguish between medicinal and poisonous herbs.

◇ As long as dexterity allows, enables the creation of all types of medicine and poison.

◇ Enhances all abilities related to apothecary skills.

I stared at the newly acquired Gift.

“Is this similar to alchemy?”

No… something about it felt different.

Just as I had that thought, a flood of knowledge slammed into my brain.

“Ugh.”

I staggered for a moment.

This sensation was always unpleasant, no matter how many times I experienced it.

But now, I knew exactly how to use this ability.

I headed to the general store and bought various medicinal and poisonous herbs.

Then, I returned to my room at the inn and began mixing them.

‘These ingredients are low-grade, so I doubt I’ll get anything too impressive.’

[Item Acquired]

Universal Blood Powder 

◇ A poison that induces bleeding in the target.

“So this is how it works.”

I stared at the glass vial filled with a deep violet liquid.

Just in case, I also made an antidote.

After finishing that, I still had some time left.

So, I decided to use my skills for something else.

I headed to the inn’s kitchen.

“Excuse me, could I borrow the kitchen for a bit?”

“The kitchen? Why?”

“I felt like cooking for the first time in a while.”

“……”

“I’ll pay for all the ingredients.”

“Well, in that case, go ahead.”

I handed over three copper coins and got to work.

While preparing food alongside my poisons and antidotes, I noticed something strange.

‘The herbs absorbed my mana.’

To confirm my suspicion, I kept cooking.

And the result was exactly what I expected.

The ingredients in my dishes also absorbed my mana.

What came out in the end…

A simple tomato pasta.

“Oh? You can cook too?”

“Do I look like someone who can’t cook?”

Ignoring Erme’s comment, I twirled some pasta onto my fork and took a bite.

“Oh.”

It was surprisingly good.

The food here had always tasted a bit bland, but for some reason, my dish had an explosion of umami.

I wasn’t sure what caused it, but the flavor was intense.

“What? Your expression just changed completely. How good is it? Let me have a bite too!”

“Here.”

I handed her the fork I had been using.

Erme stared at me with a strange expression for a moment before huffing, grabbing the fork, and twirling some spaghetti onto it.

She took a bite.

…Then proceeded to eat the entire plate.

“H-Hehe… It was just… way too delicious…”

“……”

“I-I’ll buy you something delicious later to make up for it!”

“Sure……”

The next day.

“…Damn musclehead swordsmen. I hope you all drop dead.”


“Hahaha! What are you saying? Hurry up and run!”

“Puhaha! A swordsman of your caliber is already this exhausted? Have you been neglecting your stamina training?”

No, you two are the monsters here.

I glared at Burkan and Volcan as they teamed up to torment me.
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“Kiyeeek!”

The goblins stormed in. 

Erme swung her sword, killing two of them, while Rozanté crushed a goblin’s head with her fist.

Then, Theresa.

Boom!

She charged straight in, trusting her armor.

“Whew.”

I whistled quietly.

Their skill at dealing with goblins was so smooth.

I kicked a goblin approaching me in the stomach, knocking it off balance, and then cleaved it with my sword.

“You’ve gotten a lot cleaner with your moves.”

“Really?”

Glasses nodded, his face showing admiration for my posture.

What’s there to admire about this?

We quickly moved forward.

‘We should be reaching the boss room soon.’

Though the positions in the Labyrinth change every time we move, the boss room usually stays in the same spot.

“We’ve come pretty fast, huh?”

“We got lucky.”

It was true—where we ended up was close to the boss room.

I looked at the boss room with eager eyes, hoping we could possibly defeat the boss.

“Well, should we head up quickly then? Since we’re lucky enough to be right near the boss room.”

Erme said with a bright smile.

The further we go down to lower floors, the better it would be.

Our plan was based on a worst-case scenario, after all.

“By the way, we’re really lucky. As soon as Yuseong joined, this happened.”

“Yuseong, the luck totem. With Yuseong around, things just seem to go smoothly.”

Theresa spoke up.

Erme also nodded vigorously.

Had something happened while I wasn’t around?

I didn’t particularly want to ask.

We quickly moved forward, and soon we arrived at the boss room.

“The door’s open?”

The door was indeed open. 

But inside, there was nothing.

It meant someone had already defeated the boss and gone down.

“Well, it can’t be helped. In places like this, the early bird gets the worm.”

Erme, who had said that, added,

“Even though we came quickly, we’re just about to step into the third layer, so there’s nothing we can do. If we had been this fast right after the Green Bone Horse incident, maybe we would have caught it.”

At that time, we wouldn’t have been able to move this quickly, so it couldn’t be helped.

I thought, watching Erme speak with a bit of regret.

‘The Labyrinth is not so easy.’

Strong people monopolize these things.

Of course, being strong isn’t enough—you also need to find the right path quickly.

With that thought, I looked for the way down to the next layer.

“How far do those guys usually go down?”

“To the 15th floor.”

Erme answered my question.

“To get below the 15th floor, it’s normal to prepare food and supplies for at least a month. It’s disappointing for us, but for them, it’s common to defeat the boss for minimal gain.”

“The 15th floor…”

“After that, there are people who stay in the Labyrinth for weeks, or even months. So, when they go down, they usually need to rest for at least a few weeks to a month before going further.”

“That sounds terrifying.”

I agreed with Glasses’ words.

Descending below the 15th floor, we’d still only have experienced a single day outside, wouldn’t we?

The integration of time and space boundaries was truly a terrifying thing.

‘Isn’t that why strong individuals are so rare in the Labyrinth?’

There was a famous story of an adventurer’s party who, after a failed ambush on a single adventurer, spent dozens of days hunting, leveling up, and then retaliating.

“That story is well-known, but it’s better not to use it unless necessary.”

“Why?”

“You could be swallowed by the darkness of the Labyrinth.”

“The darkness of the Labyrinth?”

It was an odd statement, but I didn’t question it further.

The one who had said it was none other than Erme.

Given her experience, it was better to heed her warnings.

We then descended to the second layer.

The second layer was the Hop Goblin territory.

This area sometimes housed Hop Goblins who raised Arachne from the third layer.

The Hop Goblins themselves weren’t too problematic, but those raised Arachne were.

We carefully made our way down.

As soon as we entered the new layer, the darkness felt even thicker, and there was a strange smell in the air.

“Let’s proceed cautiously.”

We moved forward for a while.

“…”

Not long after entering the second layer, we came across countless corpses.

The bodies of Hop Goblins.

It wasn’t unusual to see them, but the fact that they hadn’t resisted and had all been slaughtered was strange.

“Let’s stay still for now.”

At Erme’s words, all the party members nodded.

“A stronger party must have gone ahead. We’ll stay here for a bit, just in case anything unexpected happens.”

“It’s better to be cautious.”

The potential danger was that the ones who caused this may turn hostile towards us.

It might seem overly cautious, but in the Labyrinth, common sense doesn’t always apply. 

You can’t always find bodies, and unexpected situations can arise at any time.

So, everyone agreed with Erme’s suggestion.

I decided to set some traps as a precaution.

“You know how to set traps too?”

“I’ve known how to do it. Just refined it a little more.”

“You’re really versatile.”

Isn’t that what a thief is supposed to be?

I nodded in response to Erme and walked a little further out to set the traps.

“…?”

“What’s going on, Yuseong?”

Ignoring Rishiel’s question, I focused.

‘Something feels off.’

There was a sense of unease.

I moved closer to the wall, and the feeling of discomfort grew stronger.

It was a strange sense of déjà vu.

‘Where have I felt this before?’

Han Ul’s spikes.

The hidden rooms in the Labyrinth that Erme had taught me about.

The time I uncovered the identity of the one who had taken over Glasses’ body.

I trusted my instincts when it came to this sort of feeling.

But…

‘Some of these hidden rooms are known for kidnapping people without permission, so it’s better to be cautious.’

I decided to head back and inform my party.

For now, I should set traps near the area.

‘It’s not anything too elaborate, but still.’

I installed the sharp wire I received from the dwarf, Durin.

I had divided it into two sections: one for traps and one for combat. 

I set up the trap version along the path below. 

It should be able to stop a charge from enemies at least once.

Then, I returned to my party and shared the feeling I had experienced.

“The trap doesn’t seem to be part of the current layer, so it’s probably a hidden room.”

Erme, after hearing my explanation, agreed.

A hidden room.

Hidden rooms are categorized as either half-layers or hidden rooms.

The so-called half-layer (0.5-layer) is known for its extreme difficulty.

It’s said to feature creatures stronger than the bosses of the next layer.

Hidden rooms are said to be similar in that they spawn creatures of comparable strength, or sometimes they present challenge rooms that require certain knowledge or skills to overcome.

We might face the Hop Goblin Champion we encountered earlier, or perhaps a room with some form of trial could appear. 

It’s hard to know.

“What should we do?”

Erme asked, seeking our opinions.

“If we aim to take down the boss, our strength right now isn’t too bad.”

“Yeah, our firepower’s not weak.”

Glasses and Theresa spoke while looking at me.

I couldn’t deny that.

The crossbow I wielded was close to what an elemental mage would use, as Volcan had once remarked.

For someone like you, adding a level to an elemental mage’s spells wouldn’t be out of the question.

It was a hint he had dropped when I was shooting arrows.

With that level of firepower, we shouldn’t face many problems.

‘Considering that…’

With Erme, the heavily armored warrior Theresa, and Rozanté, who could act as both a healer and a monk if needed, I didn’t think we’d have any serious issues, whether it was the boss room or a room with multiple enemies.

Anyway, our party’s firepower was solid.

This time, Glasses leveled up and learned quite a good skill.

“Let me show you the power of a support mage.”

He said, adjusting his glasses and glancing at me.

He probably learned magic that could boost my firepower for a short time or restrict the movements of enemies.

Erme made a thoughtful expression for a moment.

Seeing her look slightly unsure, it seemed like such places weren’t usually found here.

“So, what should we do?”

“Well… how about just testing it out?”

“Testing it out?”

What do you mean by testing it? 

If we’re going to catch it, we catch it.

I nodded, feeling a bit confused.

‘Well, whatever it is, if the party leader says we should go, we’ll go.’

I led the party to the place where I had felt that strange presence.

“Is this the place? Doesn’t seem like anything’s wrong with it.”

“That’s why Yuseong is amazing.”

Erme puffed out her chest proudly as she spoke.

It didn’t seem that impressive to me.

When I looked at the wall, I noticed one brick was out of place.

I casually pushed it.

‘No reaction.’

So, what if I tried the opposite?

I pulled the brick.

Suddenly…

Creeeak!

The wall slid to the side, revealing a staircase leading down.

“It’s not a hidden room.”

“That’s actually pretty dangerous.”

The stairs led to another layer.

We’d be fine going down to the 3rd layer, but if we go all the way to the 5th, someone from our party might die.

“Really?”

“It’s a high probability that I’ll be the one to die. In that case, I would have refused.”

“Well, let’s go inside first.”

As soon as our entire party stepped inside, the door behind us slammed shut with a loud creak.

“Glasses, light.”

At my command, Glasses snapped his fingers, and a bright light appeared.

“Wait, Yuseong. Did you just call me ‘Glasses’…?”

“Marcel, let’s move ahead.”

“Huff…”

We continued down the stairs.

This time, we came across a door. 

There was no lock like the one we had seen before.

“There’s no lock.”

Erme muttered, looking serious.

What exactly did the lock do?

“In rooms like this, the lock serves a purpose. Whether there’s a lock or not changes the contents inside.”

“What happens if there’s a lock?”

“A lock is basically a seal. It’s used to keep a powerful entity sealed inside. I don’t know exactly how it’s implemented, but it’s almost an officially recognized concept within academic circles.”

That’s something I didn’t know.

“Ah, so this hidden room isn’t likely to have a vicious creature like the Hop Goblin Champion from last time.”

“Actually, that could be a problem in itself.”

At Glasses’ words, Erme made a thoughtful sound as she pondered for a moment. 

After a brief hesitation, she spoke.

“Let’s just test it out. If it gets dangerous, we’ll retreat immediately.”

“Do you think we can escape?”

“If it comes down to it, we can just break through the walls. It’s better to deal with one monster and get out, but there are some traps in the Labyrinth designed to kill people, so even we’re at risk.”

We cautiously continued further inside.

The deeper we went, the heavier the air felt.

It wasn’t poison or anything like that…

‘It’s the kind of pressure that feels like it’s suffocating.’

Rishiel frowned and spoke.

“I think this is a half-layer.”

It felt like something close to a boss room.

The deeper we went, the louder the noises became.

Kreeek, kreeeek.

In the deep darkness below, I saw countless red eyes.

And a massive eye.

Whether it was a boss room or a room full of small monsters didn’t matter, but.

‘Having both appear is a bit too much.’

I spoke to Erme, my eyes fixed on the scene below.


“Should we retreat?”

“Stop with the silly jokes! Yuseong, get ready! Theresa, block the front!”

Erme didn’t seem to understand my desire to run away. She quickly gave her orders.

I sighed inwardly, drawing my bowstring and taking aim.
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