[image: Cover Image]
  Chapter 1: Cheat Mode



Kim Min-jun.

Twenty-six.

Scaredy-cat.

If I had to describe myself in three words, those would be the exact ones.

My accomplishments were also quite remarkable.

Until middle school, I slept with my parents.

I couldn’t go to the convenience store alone at night until I became an adult.

Cover your eyes~

There was a time when I watched my favorite streamer play a horror game and covered the game screen with a browser window.

And now, I was playing a horror game on my own, searching for it.

“Ahh! Shit!”

When a monster suddenly jumped out of the monitor, I felt like I was electrocuted and threw my headset.

The reason I was playing a horror game full of monsters like this right now was simple.

In a week, I had an interview with the company that made this game.

I applied because the starting salary was high—

“Of all the games they could have made…”

I sighed, covering my face, and made a decision.

“I can’t do this. I’m downloading it.”

Honestly, I knew I wouldn’t be able to get through the game properly even before I started, so I had already looked up something.

Among the many mods floating around online, I found one cheat mod.

Since I was going to be interviewed by the game company, I tried not to use it, but seeing how I couldn’t even get past the tutorial, I eventually decided to use it.

“All stats 100x, monster locations visible, unlimited items…”

I was satisfied as I read the description of this game-breaking mod, thinking that if everything applied, I wouldn’t even be able to tell who the real monsters were.

I felt like it was finally becoming less scary.

“Let’s go…!”
I applied the mod and pressed the ‘Start New Game’ button.

Suddenly, a bright flash erupted from the monitor.

With sparks flying, all the electronic devices in the room turned off.

I lost consciousness.
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“…Ugh…”

My back hurt.

Cover view~

No, every time my mind started to clear, it wasn’t just my back, but my whole body felt stiff and heavy.

I was sure I was about to start the game, but my vision flashed, and I lost consciousness.

I slowly got up while retracing my memories.

“…Where is this…?”

The scene before me took my breath away.

The interior of an old and filthy hospital room filled my view.

The wallpaper was peeling off, and even on the intact walls, there were red handprints.

The cold, damp air, the sharp smell of disinfectant, and the metallic scent of iron filled my nose.

In the midst of that horrible scene, I was lying on the floor.

This place seemed like an abandoned, run-down hospital.

“Could it be…?”

Just seeing this scene almost made me faint, but the reason my mind went blank was something else.

I swallowed nervously and looked behind me.

If what I thought was true, then surely—

“There it is…”

Just as I expected, there was a flashlight behind me.

I was sure of it.

This was undoubtedly the starting point of the game I was playing, ‘Gyeidamrok’.

The protagonist starts in an abandoned hospital room.

A scene I’d seen dozens of times on the screen.

Then, a translucent message window appeared in front of my eyes.

[Escape the hospital.]

It was a notification announcing the harsh reality that I had entered the game.

‘Why… now…?’

Why, after playing this game hundreds or even thousands of times, did something like this happen while I was playing?

Along with the feeling of unfairness, fear surged up because I knew what was coming.

My hands and feet went cold, and my heart was racing madly.

My hand holding the flashlight was trembling.

Screech—

The sound of an old iron door opening came from down the hallway.

And then, the sound of something dragging.

It was unmistakable.

The first monster of the game, ‘The Nurse’, was coming.

“Oh, it’s coming…!”

I looked around frantically and tried to crawl under the bed.

But the game and reality were different.

My body, frozen with fear, wouldn’t move as I wished, and the gap under the bed was narrower than I had imagined.

Clank!

The hospital room door slammed open, and finally, it appeared.

The monster, the nurse, had its head cut off.

The corpse, wearing an old nurse’s uniform, moved nonchalantly despite having no head.

In one hand, it held a rusty scalpel, and with the other, it groped the wall and air as it approached.

The headless monster couldn’t see or hear, but the moment its hand touched me, I would be finished.

“Oh, don’t come!”

I prayed it wouldn’t come this way and staggered backward.

My back hit the wall, but the nurse didn’t stop and slowly kept approaching.

“I have to go, I have to go… please…”

I struck my stiff thighs with my fists out of fear.

I had to run now.

Even though the nurse was blocking the way, I had to squeeze past it, even if it meant taking a stab.

“Arrghhh!”

I gathered my courage, closed my eyes, and charged toward the nurse!

I expected the horrible pain of being stabbed by the sharp scalpel and screamed.

…But nothing happened.

Instead, I heard a loud ‘thud!’ sound.

I barely opened my eyes, and the nurse monster was lying far away, twitching slightly.

“…Huh?”

Did I send it flying that far?

I stared blankly at the scene.

The nurse monster struggled to get up for a moment before collapsing again.

“Is, is it dead?”

I tried to say it was dead, but then I closed my mouth.

I was afraid of raising an unnecessary flag and having it suddenly spring back to life.

Just in case, I picked up the scalpel the nurse had dropped and quickly rushed out of the hospital room.

I didn’t want to be in the same place as that thing.

“But how could that nurse…”

Did I just knock it out with my body slam?

Normally, this game, ‘Gyeidamrok’, was a horror game, but you could fight against the monsters.

However, that was only possible when the right combination of ‘items’, ‘strategies’, and ‘stats’ were in place.

And then, a word flashed in my mind like lightning.

“Cheat… cheat mode!”

The cheat mode I applied before starting the game.

Among those cheats, there was one that increased your stats by a hundred times.

“Then…”

I tried gripping the nearby doorknob tightly as an experiment.

Creeeek…

The metal doorknob made a strange noise as it bent to the shape of my fingers.

“…It’s real…”

It made sense that the nurse monster was knocked out.

Once I confirmed that cheat mode was active, I felt a bit of relief, but still, the eerie visuals of the hospital sent chills down my spine.

In fact, this was the game’s tutorial.

That is, I had never escaped this hospital before.

The thought that something even more terrifying than that nurse monster might be wandering around made it impossible for me to lower my guard.

“It’s okay… I’m sure if I use various cheats…”

I muttered to myself as I relied on the flashlight and moved through the dark hospital.

My voice, trying to comfort myself, trembled terribly.

I walked through the hospital, keeping my posture low.

After passing many hospital rooms, I saw a staircase.

A map of the hospital was pinned to the wall next to the stairs.

“Now, I’m on the third floor… just two floors down…”

I glanced down at the bottom of the stairs.

Was it my intuition?

An ominous feeling slowly crept up from the lower floors.

‘There were other cheats too…’

I desperately tried to recall the other cheats that were included in cheat mode.

Stats, invisibility, and a cheat to show the location of the monstrosities.

‘Right, the map!’

When I thought of the map, a window that would normally appear in the game by pressing the “M” key appeared in my mind.

A semi-transparent map, just like in the game, spread out in front of me.

With the hospital’s layout, red dots began to appear.

‘Not many…’

Since it was a tutorial, there was only one red dot per floor.

The red dot on the third floor was not moving.

It was the nurse monstrosity I had knocked down.

As I checked the red dot’s location, I cautiously descended the stairs.

‘Second floor… Ah.’

As expected, they weren’t going to let me escape so easily.

The path from the second floor to the first floor was blocked by a pile of stones.

Looking at the map, I could see that the stairs I was on were the central stairs, and to go down to the first floor, I had to take the emergency stairs.

“Ugh…”

So, I had to roam around the second floor.

The second floor was even more blood-soaked than the third.

I thought I might have gotten used to the smell of blood on the third floor, but the unpleasant stench took my breath away again.

Still, thanks to the map, I was able to find the emergency stairs without encountering any red dots.

However, the entrance to the stairs was blocked by a tightly locked iron door.

Clunk, clunk.

I tried turning the doorknob, but the door was firmly locked.

In a horror game, I would have been searching for a key, but…

‘…Should I put a little more force?’

Recalling how I had bent the doorknob earlier, I decided to put just a tiny bit more force and pulled on the door.

Creak!

Crash!

The door shattered at the hinges and came off entirely.

It didn’t open as easily as I thought, so I applied a bit more force, and this happened.

I awkwardly smiled and propped the broken door against the hallway wall.

I could see the stairs down to the first floor and, checking the map, I slowly descended.

The red dot was stopped near the front door.

It seemed to be a kind of monstrosity that I would have to face in order to escape.

‘…Please, let it be weak like the nurse monstrosity…’

I carefully hid and observed the red dot’s location.

The scene of the first-floor lobby came into view.

A large space, high ceilings, broken glass scattered on the floor.

And something wearing a doctor’s gown.

“…What is that…”

It looked to be over 2 meters tall.

It was wearing a tattered doctor’s gown soaked in blood, and its face was hidden behind a torn surgical mask.

In its hand, it held an unreasonably large bone saw.

It was a monstrosity that would break your will to fight just by looking at it.

“No, no…”

There was no need to fight.

The nurse monstrosity hadn’t been made to fight either.

Since it was a tutorial, the right strategy was to hide and run away, avoiding the monstrosity’s gaze.

‘But if it’s guarding the front door like that…’

At that moment, I noticed unusually large stones scattered on the floor, clearly out of place.

A few games came to mind.

In those games, you would throw stones to make noise and lure enemies away.

Was this a tutorial to teach me that?

“…Alright.”

I picked up a stone from the ground, being careful not to be seen, and threw it towards the back of the doctor, aiming for the farthest part from the front door.

“Whoosh.”

Whoosh!

Due to my poor aim and failed strength control, the stone flew directly at the doctor’s head.

Thud!

The stone hit the doctor’s head, and it exploded like it had been hit by a shotgun.

Like a puppet with its strings cut, the monstrosity’s body collapsed to the floor.

“…Okay.”


I clenched my fists, pretending it was intentional, and walked towards the front door.

[Quest completed.]

[You have achieved an impossible feat.]

[Your rewards have increased.]
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[You have completed the quest.]

[You have achieved an impossible feat.]

[Your rewards are increased.]

“Reward increase…”

I blankly read the messages.

Since I had never cleared the tutorial before, I didn’t even know how rewards were usually given.

There was even a message saying that the reward had been increased because of an impossible achievement.

“Impossible achievement?”

Seeing that message triggered a memory in my mind.

The grotesque creature in a doctor’s gown whose head I had shattered with a rock I threw.

It was an impossible achievement—if it hadn’t been for the cheat mode.

[Rewards have been granted.]

[Please check your status window.]

“…Status window?”

As I muttered, a semi-transparent window appeared before my eyes.

[Name: Kim Min-jun]

[Stats: Strength 5, Intelligence 7, Agility 5]

[Skills: Cheat Mode, Weak Spot Detection Lv.1]

The status window was simpler than I expected.

Maybe the skill Weak Spot Detection was the reward?

I wasn’t even planning to fight, so why did they give me such an aggressive skill?

I had gained a skill I didn’t even need.

I stood in front of the hospital’s main entrance.

I pushed hard against the rusty, barely-opening glass door.

Creeeaak—The door opened with a loud noise.

If that grotesque doctor creature had still been alive, it would’ve probably come charging after hearing this.

The cold, damp night air rushed inside.

“Damn it…”

Why does it have to be nighttime again?

I hesitated to step outside, but at least it seemed better than staying inside the hospital.

As I walked out of the hospital, it felt like I was finally shedding the heavy, oppressive atmosphere.

Compared to the hospital, the dimly lit streets with their sporadically flickering streetlights seemed almost heavenly.

Just in case, I opened the map.

“…Nothing… phew…”

Maybe this game had some sense of decency—there were no red dots on the map.

Yeah, if grotesque creatures were just wandering around everywhere, would this even be a game?

I felt a momentary sense of relief, but standing there on the dark street, I realized I had nowhere to go.

“No destination…”

For now, I decided to head toward the areas lit by streetlights because dark places scared me.

And then—

[Head home.]

“…Home, huh.”

The word home sounded incredibly reassuring.

No matter how heartless a horror game is, surely home must be a safe zone, right?

Just like before, I kept following the streetlights.

I wasn’t fully confident, but it felt like the right thing to do.

It wasn’t that I was afraid of dark places, or that empty shops or walls covered with bizarre graffiti scared me—

I just preferred well-lit paths.

Still gripping my flashlight tightly, I kept walking until I saw an apartment building.

Standing in front of it, a notification popped up:

[Quest Completed.]

[Reward Granted.]

I felt a weight in my pocket.

Reaching inside, I found a wallet, a smartphone, and a set of house keys.

The key had 201 written on it.

I grabbed the key, went up to the second floor, and inserted it into the door of unit 201.

Click.

With a cheerful sound, the door opened.

And inside was an incredibly ordinary apartment.

A studio with a bed, a computer, and a kitchen with a hanging aluminum pot that really caught the eye.

“Phew…”

Only then did I finally feel at ease.

I hadn’t realized how precious normalcy was until now.

The electricity worked, the water ran.

I turned on the hot water and instinctively started showering.

I washed off the stench of disinfectant and blood that clung to me from the hospital, scrubbing away the horrifying memories.

“Phew…”

After changing into fresh clothes, I opened the fridge and grabbed something to eat.

There wasn’t much, but there were eggs, so I fried one up and made soy sauce egg rice.

After warming up my body and filling my stomach, all the emotions I had been suppressing came rushing out.

“Shit…”

What had I even done to deserve this?

It’s not like I left negative reviews because I hated the game, nor did I kill dozens of grotesque creatures while playing.

So why did they possess me and drag me into this mess?

A wave of sorrow hit me.

Sure, I had activated cheat mode, but that was the only desperate move a coward like me could make.

If they wanted to possess someone, they should’ve gone after the guy who made the mode in the first place.

“Ugh…”

I stuffed spoonfuls of tear-soaked soy sauce egg rice into my mouth until I calmed down.

Once I did, one clear conclusion came to mind:

“I need information.”

What kind of world was this?

What exactly was the hospital I had been trapped in?

And what were these grotesque creatures?

I remembered the computer I had seen earlier.

Fortunately, it booted up properly and was connected to the internet.

I accessed a news website, but the articles felt eerily similar yet subtly different from those of the world I knew.

Mysterious disappearances.

Disasters.

There were those kinds of news articles too, but none of them mentioned anything crucial.

I changed my search terms and tried things like “grotesque” and “grotesque chronicles.”

Then, only one website popped up:

[Grotesque Gallery]

“Gallery?”

I hesitated, then clicked the link.

At some point, a rough-looking site I used to visit for game guides popped up.

Damn, another part-time job I need to avoid…

Why isn’t this place filtering out weirdness?

Update on the weird beings (1.7)

I’m really sorry, but is there anyone who can save me?


I want to move too…

Unlike the news, this site directly talked about the weird beings.

I felt like the information I was looking for might be here.

I slowly started reading through the posts on the Weird Gallery.

The information was helpful but also gave me a small sense of despair.

Not only were there weird beings like doctors and nurses, but this world also had various types of them—
Some couldn’t even be harmed by physical attacks.

There were even beings that could disguise themselves as humans and mimic human voices.

Just imagining it gave me chills.

I figured I’d end up suspecting everyone I met from now on.

There was also a somewhat interesting post: [ I want to move too… ]They said hardly any weird beings appeared around Seoul, and they wanted to work hard to afford even a small studio there…



But Seoul’s housing prices are basically a horror story themselves, lol.


Maybe I should join one of those companies that research the weird beings


Sounds like a new form of suicide, lol.


But honestly, there’s no other real solution.

“There’s a place where weird beings barely show up…?”

It caught my interest.

Of course, the best thing would be to find a way back to my original world, but there was no way yet.

For now, aiming for Seoul seemed like the most realistic goal.

“Seoul…”

Even in a world crawling with weird beings, in the end, money was still the problem.

I connected to the internet to look up the companies mentioned in the comments that research weird beings.

And way more company names popped up than I had expected.

Some of them were even considered major corporations in this world.

“Starting salary: 8 million won per month, 300,000 won per day.”

Looking at the suspiciously high salaries, I also checked what kind of jobs they were offering.

[Weird Being and Strange Area Exploration]

[Weird Being Management]

[Tester Manual]

[Playing Ball with Weird Beings] “Playing ball…?” Anyway, if the salary was high, the job descriptions were always shady and related to the weird beings. “Huh?” That’s when a part-time job caught my eye: [Simple Carrying Work]

[Requirement: Physically Healthy]

“Moving things?”

The job was simple.

Once the exploration team secured a weird area, you would move the items from that area.

It would be physically demanding since you had to move a lot of things, but there were no special requirements, and it explicitly said that encounters with weird beings would be very rare.

Since it was a job listing, I couldn’t completely trust it, but it sounded way better than the others. 
“…Maybe I’ll try it just once.”

Now that I had the goal of getting a place in Seoul, I felt a bit more motivated.

***

‘…Should I go back?’

“Alright, everyone gather around! When the guys in suits come out, just follow them closely!”

A man dressed like a construction site foreman shouted.

Starting work immediately after the interview, huh.

Was this really one of those big companies?

Even small companies wouldn’t treat people like this.

They said it was part of the final interview, but honestly, I wasn’t sure.

“Why in front of a hotel though…”

“Wait, do weird beings show up here too? Isn’t this a famous hotel?”

I was sitting with other interviewees at the entrance of a hotel, wearing a yellow safety helmet.

Guests entering the hotel gave us strange looks as they passed by.

The other interviewees, like me, exchanged confused glances.

Now that I looked more carefully, the interviewees were very diverse.

There were scared-looking college students, desperate-looking individuals, and even some rough-looking middle-aged men.

How long did we wait?

Eventually, well-dressed people in suits started coming out through the revolving doors of the hotel.

Burly men who looked like bodyguards glanced at us and gestured.

“Alright! Get up! Follow them!”

The man in the work uniform shouted.

While hesitating and watching each other, we followed the men in black suits down into the hotel’s basement.

There should have been a parking garage underground, but the stairs kept going down endlessly.

“Isn’t this a bit too long?”

“Seriously… how many basement floors are there?”

The deeper we went, the dimmer the lights became and the more humid and damp the air felt.

Finally, we reached the bottom of the stairs.

There— “Wow…”

“What the hell is this place…?”

There was another hotel lobby.

It looked similar to the one above ground but had an older, more antique vibe and was well-maintained. 

As we stared around in confusion, a translucent message window appeared in front of us: [Collect the required amount to escape.]

[0/20,000] The moment I turned around after reading the message, the stairs we had come down had vanished.



 
  Chapter 4: Getting on and off (2)



“The… the stairs are gone!”

“What is this?!”

The surroundings became chaotic.

Upon discovering that the stairs they had descended were gone, everyone was flustered and began touching the space, which had now turned into a wall, with their palms.

“Hey, hey! Don’t be scared!”

As the noise grew louder, a man in work clothes calmed everyone down.

“There are search teams around, so just follow their guidance—”

The man in the work clothes couldn’t finish his sentence.

The men in suits, who had been firmly trusted as the so-called search team, were clearly panicking and talking amongst themselves.

“What’s going on?!”

“T-There weren’t any anomalies…?”

“…Shit, this is bad…?”

Only then did foul language slip out from the man in work clothes.

I, too, felt like cursing just like the man.

We had been interviewed because the probability of encountering anomalies was low.

This was not a workday, but the day of the interview, and this was the situation.

“…But what’s that?”

At that moment, a middle-aged woman among the interviewees carefully raised her hand and asked.

As everyone turned their attention to her, the middle-aged woman pointed with her finger.

There was a large hole, and a number was written above it.

[0/20,000]

“What’s that number?”

“1”

While others seemed unaware, I had a vague intuition.

The quest that had just appeared in front of my eyes.

[Fill the specified amount and escape.]

If I combined that quest statement with the hole, several horror games that were similar came to mind.

The kind of games where you gather items in a scary place, then calculate and escape.

I had a feeling that it might be a similar mechanism.

“What about the other search teams?”

“We can’t contact them…”

“Damn…!”

In the midst of the search team also panicking, a man finally stood up in frustration.

“We can’t just sit here. Shouldn’t we check out the hotel desk over there?”

He was a man whose rugged appearance had stuck in my memory.

Some people agreed with him, but there were still many who were too terrified to move recklessly.

“The… the stairs might reappear, right?”

“Right… If we move around and run into anomalies…”

The opinions were divided, and the decision-making slowly shifted to the search team.

Just then, the most terrified-looking college student pointed with a trembling voice toward the far-off hotel entrance.

“D-Don’t you see something?”

Her finger was pointing to the hotel entrance’s information desk.

On top of the desk was a thin piece of paper.

“…I’ll go.”

One of the men from the search team, sensing something, lowered his body and carefully walked over to grab the paper and came back.

The paper said “Hotel Guide” on it.

He swallowed nervously and began reading the guide aloud on behalf of everyone.

“According to this guide, there are items with check marks all over this underground hotel. If we find those and put them in the hole we saw earlier, the ‘Settlement Hole’, they’ll be converted into points.”

His gaze turned to the hole with the [0/20,000] number hovering above it.

The hole was large enough that any item could fit.

“If we collect 20,000 points… the stairs that disappeared will reappear, and we can escape. And…”

He hesitated for a moment.

“…It also says we should avoid encountering ‘hotel staff’ or ‘guests’ inside the hotel, as they could be dangerous.”

‘Hotel staff’, ‘guests’.

These were most likely euphemisms for the anomalies.

The guide’s explanation was clear, but it was also hopeless.

In the end, it meant we had to search the dangerous hotel, possibly filled with anomalies, find items, and collect points.

“Are you crazy? You want us to rummage through that monster’s lair?”

“I-I don’t want to… Is there no other way? Does it really have to be the items with the check marks? This watch of mine is expensive!”

Once again, the crowd fell into confusion.

But this time, things were a little different.

When clear goals and methods were laid out, some people’s expressions began to change.

Survival instincts had emerged in the midst of fear.

“Damn it! Then are we going to stay here for the rest of our lives? What do you think, is there any other way?! Have you all never seen anomalies before?!”

The man in work clothes, who had brought the interviewees here, finally cursed and stood up.

Everyone turned to the search team, who also seemed to have no other solution and nodded, supporting the man in work clothes.

“…There’s no other way. We’ve tried contacting the outside, but…”

“Damn it! You guys said we wouldn’t encounter anomalies!”

“Ugh… no… I want to leave…”

Everyone just looked at each other with mixed expressions of confusion and fear, unable to come up with any concrete solutions.

It was clear they also had no other choice.

In the end, the opinion shifted toward carefully searching for the items.

I quietly checked the map in my head again.

The layout of the underground hotel was quite detailed.

There were rooms, hallways, a restaurant, and possibly facilities like a boiler room.

A multi-story hotel stretched out, with each floor connected in a long line.

Above it, red dots, indicating the anomalies, were still marked.

Fortunately, there were none near the lobby, but in the hallway with many rooms, several dots were blinking.

‘The item locations aren’t listed… So we’ll have to find them ourselves.’

My abilities would surely be helpful in finding or moving the items.

The ability to track the location of the anomalies through the map was also a huge advantage.

I thought I might be able to gather points quickly.

At that moment, the man in work clothes raised his voice again.

“…We can’t just keep sitting here! Let’s split into groups and move.”

One of the members of the search team nodded at his practical suggestion.

On the back of the guide, fortunately, there was a simple map of the underground hotel.

Based on that, we decided to divide the hotel into zones and split into groups to explore them.

I tried to blend in as discreetly as possible, slipping into a group that included the college student, whose fearful expression earlier was still clear, and a relatively calm middle-aged woman.

The leader naturally became me, the only man.

“Our group will start searching from this hallway. Let’s try to make as little noise as possible and not separate from each other.”

I spoke in a tense voice, and finally, we left the lobby and stepped into the left hallway of the hotel.

The flashlight beam illuminated the worn carpet and stained wallpaper.

The hallway was eerily quiet, and only our anxious breathing and footsteps echoed.

“Let’s check room 105 first.”

I whispered as I stood in front of the nearest room door.

I quickly checked the mental map in my head.

“…Ugh…!”

My heart dropped.

In the room next door, room 106, a motionless red dot was clearly marked.

“Dammit, right next door…!”

I swallowed hard.

Should I say something now?

But how should I explain it?

While I hesitated, the middle-aged woman cautiously turned the doorknob of room 105.

Creeeak…

With a chilling sound, the door slowly opened.

Several flashlight beams poured into the dark room.

The well-organized room was filled with expensive-looking furniture and fancy decorations.

However, not everything in the room could be accounted for.

Only items with check marks were the ones that could be accounted for.

“…Be careful.”

I whispered quietly.

The college student nodded, terrified, and the middle-aged woman calmly crept in and began shining her flashlight into the corners of the room.

I kept my guard up, keeping an eye on the mental map in my head.

The red dot in room 106 still hadn’t moved.

Was that person the type to never come out of that room?

“Hey, could this be it?”

The middle-aged woman said, holding out an object from the vanity.

It was a flashy jewelry box.

She carefully lifted the music box and showed me the bottom.

Faint, but clearly, a green check mark (√) was engraved there.

“Y-Yes, I think this is it.”

“Yes, it seems so.”

Anyone could tell that this was the right object.

It was our first find.

The faces of the college student and I brightened up.

Just then…

Thud!

Creeeeak—!

From the next room, 106, there was a loud noise, followed by the sound of the door opening.

“…!”

The three of us froze in place.

It felt like our hearts were about to leap up into our throats.

Since we had split into zones for the search, if the sound wasn’t made by us…

The only thing capable of making that noise was the creature.

The college student swallowed a scream, and since I had expected this a bit, I reluctantly moved my frozen body and quietly closed the door.

With a soft click, I locked the door and quietly signaled for the others to be silent with my finger.

The two of them nodded, covering their mouths with their hands.
Thud, thud.

The slow, heavy footsteps passed room 106 and headed down the hallway.

Thud.

It stopped right in front of our room, 105.

“…Cleaning service…!”

Clank, clank!

Bang, bang, bang!

The doorknob turned roughly, and someone began banging on the door.

Thanks to the door being locked, the thing couldn’t open it.

Then, an unsettling thought crossed my mind.

“…Hide, everyone…!”

“…What?”

“Quickly…!”

I shouted, and though they were confused, the two of them quickly started to hide.

The middle-aged woman hid in the closet, the college student under the bed covers, and I hid under the table.

There was a reason I hid so quickly.

The “cleaning service” that the creature outside said in a clumsy tone.

If that thing was a staff member responsible for cleaning the hotel…

Clank!

Creeeak—.

I had a feeling there would be a way for it to open the door.
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Click!

Creeeeak—

There was a sound from outside, like someone using a key.

The door slowly began to open.

I, from beneath the table, watched something grotesque in shape enter the room.

It was humanoid in form, but it wasn’t human.

Wearing an old uniform, its skin gleamed like a mannequin’s.

Each time it moved, its joints bent at unnatural angles with clicking, cracking sounds.

Through the crack in the door, I could see a cleaning cart in the hallway—but it held horrific “trash” that had no place in any normal hotel.

Unlike the mannequin creature, the “trash” had real human skin.

“It’s coming…!”

The creature slowly entered the room and began to move around.

It casually scanned its surroundings, then extended its strange arms to mimic wiping down the window and tabletop.

My heart nearly stopped when it reached toward the table I was under, but thankfully, it didn’t look underneath.

Then it approached the bed and began straightening the blanket.

With stiff, unnatural hand movements, it gripped the blanket’s edge and smoothed it out methodically.

I was sure it would find us, but the college student hiding under the blanket hadn’t been discovered yet.

Then—

“Hu… huhh…”

A soft whimper escaped from beneath the covers, the fear too much to bear.

The creature, still touching the blanket, heard the sound.

Creak-creak-crack.

Its neck twisted at an unnatural angle as it scanned the room for the source.

Then its gaze fixed on the blanket.

And—

SWOOSH!

The blanket was yanked away.

“Kyaaaaah!”

The screaming face of the college student was revealed.

Realizing what would happen next, I bolted out from under the table.

“R-Run!”

Tap-tap-tap!

With a shout, I threw myself at the mannequin creature, grabbing both of its arms tightly.

It felt hard and cold to the touch.

At my cry, the middle-aged woman burst out of the wardrobe.

She looked between me and the creature, then quickly grabbed the terrified student’s arm.

“I-I’m sorry!”

With a near-crying voice, she pulled the girl and dashed out the door.

As they disappeared, their eyes filled with fear and sorrow, only the creature and I remained in the room.

Creeeak—crack—

The mannequin twisted and struggled in my grip, trying to break free.

Its movements were surprisingly flexible, making it hard to hold on.

“Ugh… d-don’t…!”

Its joints twisted in impossible directions—it was like a horror movie.

Terrified, I clung to it with all my strength.

Then I heard a strange sound from within it—Creak… crack! Snap!

“Don’t… do this…?”

The creature’s waist began to crumple like paper under the pressure.

It suddenly snapped in half, its lower body collapsing lifelessly to the floor.

I was left holding only its upper body in my arms.

It shuddered a few times, then went still.

“Ah… um…”

Awkwardly, I placed the mannequin’s upper half on the table.

Now that I looked at it, it almost resembled some bizarre, expensive ornament.

Silence filled the room.

“Hm? What’s this…”

There was a small name tag on the upper half’s uniform.

The name had been blacked out and was unreadable.

“A check mark?”

It was marked with a green check.

Was this another item that could be placed in the settlement hole for points?

I tore off the name tag and stuffed it into my pocket.

Brushing off the mannequin’s fragments from my clothes,

I headed in the direction the two had run.

***

“Huff… huff…”

The middle-aged woman had dragged the terrified student all the way to the lobby.

While he distracted the mannequin and bought them time, they had sprinted down the hallway and reached the settlement hole.

“Huuuh… huuuh…”

As soon as they entered the dimly lit lobby, they collapsed to the floor.

The student burst into tears she’d been holding back, and the woman stared blankly ahead.

She recalled his cry—his sacrifice as he stayed behind with that grotesque creature.

The young man had chosen to face it to save them.

“…At least this…”

With trembling hands, the woman pulled out the jewel box she had been holding.

It was what they had managed to obtain thanks to his sacrifice.

She staggered and dropped the jewel box into the dark, deep settlement hole.

[500 / 20,000]

The number above the hole changed.

500 points.

That jewel box, retrieved at the risk of their lives, was worth only 500 points.

Escape was still a long way off.

How were the other groups doing?

Had they found items with check marks?

Had they, too, encountered the mannequin creature?

And then—

“Did you put the jewel box in?”

A familiar voice startled them both.

They looked up in shock.

A man was walking out from the direction of the lobby.

He looked a little worn out, but otherwise, he seemed completely unharmed.

***

“H-How…?”

“I’m… I’m okay. Are you two alright?”

Two women approached me and started talking.

With widened eyes, they looked me up and down and asked what had happened.

I scratched the back of my head awkwardly and made an excuse.

“Well, I just pushed it and ran away… it was slower than I expected. I got lucky…”

I put on a frightened expression and made it up.

I couldn’t exactly say I had smashed the mannequin by hugging it tightly.

“That’s such a relief… I’m so glad…”

The college student, on the verge of tears, grabbed my arm.

Her genuine concern made me feel even more guilty.

I checked the number above the scoring hole.

500 points.

Still a long way to go.

“…What now?”

“We need to keep searching.”

There was still one more room left in the section we were assigned.

Room 106—where the monster had appeared.

At my words, the two women’s faces stiffened.

“Isn’t that… where the creature showed up?”

“Exactly. Since it came from there, it might actually be empty now. It’s already been cleaned.”

I mixed in a small lie.

“When I was running away earlier, it looked like it went down the opposite hallway.”

The two hesitated for a moment, but with no better options, they decided to trust me.

We returned to the place we had fled from.

Creeeak—Just as I’d checked on the map, there were no more “moving anomalies” in the area.

Only the terrifying janitor cart that the mannequin had used was left there, abandoned.

We forced ourselves to look away from the cart.

“Why is this cart even here…”

The middle-aged woman voiced a small doubt, but seemed to lose interest after seeing the horrifying trash inside.

In Room 106, we found two more marked items.

A silver candlestick and a worn pocket watch.

“Think they’re worth anything?”

“Let’s hope so.”

Though I said that, I didn’t really think so.

In games like this, it’s usually the big, hard-to-get items that are valuable.

A pocket watch that fits neatly in your pocket probably wasn’t worth much.

Still, there was some hope for the candlestick.

“…Oh.”

When we returned to the lobby, the situation had changed quite a bit.

Others had also returned from exploring.

I remembered we had been split into six teams—now, about four groups of people were present.

Some were leaning against walls staring blankly into space. Others were comforting someone who was sobbing.

I overheard that some people had returned alone.

If you’d gone into this hotel in a group of three but came back alone—You didn’t need to ask what had happened.

“There really are monsters…”

“I guess we were really lucky…”

Some groups whispered, having returned unscathed.

They had avoided encountering any of the monsters.

Among them were the man in work clothes who had been leading us, and a rough-looking guy.


Above the scoring hole in the center of the lobby, the numbers read: [6,800 / 20,000]

It seemed other groups had been diligently collecting items.

We approached and dropped the pocket watch and candlestick into the hole.

[8,000 / 20,000]

As the number rose, a few people glanced our way.

“Which area were you in…?”

A man nearby asked cautiously.

He was one of those who had returned alone.

“The rooms on the left hallway.”

“…Did you… happen to see the monster?”

“Yes, we encountered a ‘hotel staff member’ who claimed to be in charge of cleaning.”

“I see… W-we were in the dining area, and there was a ‘guest’ and a ‘chef’ there… Ugh…”

As if recalling something horrific, the man clutched his mouth and collapsed.

His shoulders trembled.

A heavy atmosphere spread around us.

“The two groups that went to the pool and the machine room haven’t returned yet.”

“Could it be… already…”

“Let’s wait a little longer. These people just got back…”


Even as he said that, the man in the work clothes held his head in his hands, as if sensing something bad.

Nearly half the teams hadn’t returned.

At this rate, it seemed everyone would fall victim to the monsters before reaching 20,000 points.

That’s when I remembered the name tag I had in my pocket.

A green-checked item that had been on the mannequin monster’s upper body.

Just in case, I tossed it into the scoring hole.

[10,000 / 20,000]

“Huh?”

“What… What was that?”

Everyone looked shocked as the points jumped up by 2,000 all at once.

Even I was surprised.
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“Why did the points suddenly…?”

“Y-Yeah, really. And it’s even 2,000 points…”

People around us murmured in disbelief.

Luckily, it seemed no one saw me throw the name tag.

I was just as shocked.

Who would’ve thought that tiny name tag would be worth 2,000 points?

Maybe items related to the monsters give high point values.

If that’s the case, is the next target supposed to be the monsters’ name tags?

The cowardly side of me began creeping up again.

Sure, I won easily this time, but I can’t be sure it’ll be that way with other monsters.

It’s terrifying, but if this is the only way to escape—

‘Then maybe I have no choice…’

A line from a famous superhero comic popped into my head.

“With great power comes great responsibility,” or something like that.

Seeing people get hurt and disappear right in front of me, even a coward like me had to step up somehow.

The lobby fell into heavy silence and unease again.

10,000 points.

We’d filled up half, but thinking of the people who didn’t return, we couldn’t exactly celebrate.

“…What do we do now?”

The pressure of needing to explore again, mixed with the fear of facing another monster, weighed down the atmosphere.

We huddled quietly around the settlement hole, waiting for another group to return.

Then it happened.

Click, clack.

Footsteps echoed from a hallway off the lobby.

The slow, rhythmic sound immediately put everyone on edge.

All eyes turned toward the direction of the noise.

“Could it be another team returning?”

“But the footsteps sound a little too… umph!”

Someone was speaking but swallowed their words.

Out of the darkness appeared a mannequin dressed in a luxurious, elegant purple dress.

It wore a wide-brimmed hat and had a jeweled necklace around its neck.

Despite the graceful attire, the mannequin’s face was featureless, and its joints were twisted unnaturally.

From its outfit, it was clearly a “guest” type monster, different from the janitor mannequin from earlier.

Click, clack.

With nowhere to run, we held our breath and could only watch the mannequin approach.

It slowly walked to the center of the lobby and stopped.

Then, with a creepy snapping sound, it began turning its head.

The mannequin began to scan us one by one.

It didn’t have eyes, but I was sure it was looking at us.

After a moment of inspection, it pulled a green marker from its garment.

Then it approached the male explorer who was tightly clutching the “hotel guide.”

Screech.

“U-Ugh…”

While the man stood frozen in fear, the mannequin casually marked a green check on the guide’s cover.

The tense man dropped the guide to the floor with a soft thud.

The mannequin then turned its body and approached our group.

My heart was pounding like it would burst.

It felt different from the hotel staff mannequin.

Up close, this one looked much taller and sturdier.

My mind raced.

‘…Wh-what do I do? Should I strike first? But it’s not attacking…’

The mannequin stopped in front of a college girl who looked like she was about to cry.

Then, just like the guidebook, it drew a green check mark on her forearm.

“Mm!”

The girl gasped, frozen in fear.

Creak, creak!

The mannequin in the dress twisted its body and shrugged its shoulders in a strange motion.

It looked like it was dancing—or maybe even laughing.

After leaving two green check marks behind, the “guest” mannequin turned elegantly and walked back the way it came, as if it had just finished shopping.

Only when the clicking of its heels faded into the distance did the lobby erupt into hushed exclamations and chaos.

“Haa… Haa…!”

“What… was that?!”

“Why the check mark…?”

“Green check mark… Don’t tell me…”

People descended into confusion.

The fear of what that strange action might mean outweighed the relief of not being attacked.

After all, monsters weren’t known for doing anything beneficial for humans.

“Damn it! We’ll know if we check!”

A rough-looking man picked up the guidebook from the floor and tossed it into the settlement hole without hesitation.

Everyone’s eyes fixed on the number above the hole.

[11,500 / 20,000]

The number increased.

By a whopping 1,500 points.

That green check the mannequin left actually had some kind of effect.

Whatever it marked became a “settleable” item.

“It really worked…?”

“Then, could it be…”

Suddenly, a chilling silence fell over the lobby.

Then slowly, very slowly, everyone’s gaze turned toward one place.

To the terrified college girl who was trembling after being marked alongside the guidebook.

“A-Ah… Ugh…”

Overwhelmed by the attention, she burst into tears.

She had now become something that could also be “settled” for points.

Trembling in fear, she began backing away.

Just then, a middle-aged woman from our group stepped in front of her and shouted sharply.

“What are you all staring at?! Like you’re about to eat her! Get a grip!”

“W-Well… ahem…”

Some flinched and looked away at her outburst, but others’ gazes didn’t change.

As if the situation left no room for morals or empathy.

Of course, monsters didn’t help humans.

This was the kind of twisted atmosphere 1,500 points could create.

‘Are they serious?’

I felt my stomach churn at those disgusting stares.

No matter how extreme the situation was, how could they even think like that?

I may be a coward, but I never had thoughts like that.

They say people are scarier than ghosts.

The old saying wasn’t wrong.

“Uh, hey? Where are you going?”

As I slowly walked toward the lobby, a man in work clothes called out to me.

“…I’m just going to gather some supplies.”

“…What are you going to do alone? What if one of the anomalies spots you…?”

“I’ve already managed to escape from one of them once. I’ll go get the supplies… so don’t do anything rash. It’ll be fine.”

I deliberately shouted loudly, then turned and briskly walked down the hallway toward the ‘dining area’—the one mentioned by the man who came back alone earlier.

I don’t know where I got the confidence.

I just wanted to escape this dreadful atmosphere, and I wanted to shift everyone’s attention away from that college girl.

But the moment I left the lobby and stepped into the dark hallway, that bluff melted away like snow.

“…I must be insane.”

The words slipped out on their own.

Cold sweat ran down my spine, and my legs began to tremble.

They said there was a “Guest” and a “Chef” anomaly in the dining area.

Going there alone was madness.

Still, I had to face the anomaly.

‘The name tag…’

I knew about the item that cost 2,000 points each.

Clutching the flashlight tightly, I walked while desperately reviewing the mental map in my head.

Red dots appeared at the end of the hallway and inside the dining area.

‘Should I just turn back…? No, I already said I’d go…’

As I was slowly walking like a turtle, caught between pride and fear—

“Uh, excuse me!”

A panicked voice came from behind.

When I turned around, the college girl from earlier was following me, panting.

It looked like she couldn’t bear the horrifying atmosphere in the lobby either and decided to leave.

I found the stares uncomfortable too—imagine how much worse it was for her.

Her face was still stained with tears and fear, but when she saw me, I sensed a flicker of relief.

“Can I… come with you?”

I hesitated for a moment.

I could probably manage using my abilities, but she could be in real danger.

But remembering those gazes she had to endure in the lobby, I couldn’t bring myself to tell her to go back alone.

And to be honest…

“Yes. Let’s go together.”

Walking through this darkness alone was much worse.

Just having her by my side gave some strength back to my trembling legs.

I felt a bit relieved.

I just had to protect her somehow.

“…You can speak informally to me.”

“…Really?”

“What’s your name?” she asked.

“I’m… Kim Min-jun. You?”

“I’m Ra-hee. Lee Ra-hee.”

Side by side, we cautiously moved toward the dining area where the “Guest” and “Chef” would be waiting.

It was still frightening and overwhelming, but not being alone was a small comfort.

“Oh, right… And the guy who came back alone gave me some advice.”

Come to think of it, part of the kitchen had already been explored.

Even though only one out of three people made it back.


“He said the ‘Guest’ anomaly doesn’t attack as long as it’s not provoked. The problem is… the waiter serving them and the chef…”

Ra-hee frowned.

“They’re carrying something like weapons… He told me that while shaking.”

“…I see…”

I replied as if it didn’t bother me, but my body trembled slightly.

They’re carrying weapons.

I wished I had something like that too.

We walked cautiously down the dark hallway toward the dining area.

Beyond the arched entrance, dim lights flickered, and the clinking of dishes could be heard.

Clatter, clatter.

I gestured silently to Ra-hee to stay quiet and pressed myself against the wall to peek inside.

Several tables were set up in a wide hall, with “Guests” sitting at them.

They looked like mannequins dressed in formal attire—dresses and suits from various eras—just like the one I saw in the lobby.

They sat around the tables, intently eating something.

“Hoo…”

Hoping that what the man said about the Guests not attacking first was true, I stepped into the dining area where they were having their meal.
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As the man who had explored the restaurant and returned alone had said, the ‘customer’ mannequins paid us no attention.

They were too busy enjoying their own horrific meal to care about us.

Ugh, ugh!

Clatter! Clatter!

“Ugh…!”

A foul smell and chilling noises drifted out, but we tried our best to ignore them.

“I-I’ll check over at that table. Where the utensils are.”

Rahee whispered, pointing toward the back of the hall with some courage.

As expected from a hotel restaurant, it was an area where silverware was arranged.

Of course, not only ordinary utensils were laid out.

There were also things like hammers with red stains and large saws.

It was blatantly disturbing.

The fact that Rahee chose to check that area first showed she was braver than I thought.

Sure, there seemed to be a lot of stuff over there, but I wouldn’t have had the guts to start with that side.

“Then I’ll check out the tables over here. Let’s not stray too far from each other.”

I moved in the opposite direction from Rahee.

Rahee carefully weaved between the tables, watching the mannequins.

She seemed to be checking for any green check marks on the tableware, dishes, or even centerpieces.

I pretended to examine the tables while keeping an eye on Rahee from the corner of my vision.

At the same time, I kept monitoring the mental map in my head.

In the dining hall itself, there were only stationary red dots—the ‘customers.’

But the problem was a moving red dot that was emerging from the kitchen.

‘…It’s here.’

A new red dot appeared in the hallway leading from the kitchen and was silently approaching Rahee from behind.

I looked away from the map and turned toward Rahee—and I saw a mannequin dressed as a waiter approaching her, holding a sharp kitchen knife.

Rahee, busy reading an old menu on the table, hadn’t noticed the creature creeping up behind her.

I held my breath and moved as fast as possible, making no sound.

As I had noticed before, the cheat mode that boosted my stats didn’t just apply to strength—

my movements were incredibly fast too.

Before Rahee could even look up from the menu, the waiter mannequin had nearly reached her back.

I arrived right behind it and grabbed its head with both hands.

Creak.

Crack!

Like the protagonist of a stealth action movie, I snapped the mannequin’s neck.

Unable to withstand the strength of my grip, its neck broke, and its upper body went limp.

I quickly tore off the name tag from its chest and stuffed it in my pocket.

Then I dragged the limp remains to the back of a large dining table, hiding it in the darkest corner.

It all happened in the blink of an eye.

“Phew… No check marks here.”

Just then, Rahee lowered the menu and turned her head.

I pretended to be fiddling with a plate on the buffet table.

“Huh? Why are you over here?”

“Oh… There was nothing on my side. But I saw some silver salt shakers over there—can you check if they have any markings?”

“Ah, okay.”

I pointed to a table across the hall.

Rahee nodded and carefully walked over.

She seemed completely unaware of what had just happened behind her.

I used my foot to slide the knife I hadn’t managed to hide under the table.

“Oh! Oppa! Look at this! There’s a check mark!”

A moment later, she came over happily, holding a small silver salt shaker.

There was a faint green check mark on the bottom.

“Oh, nice find… You’re thorough.”

So they really do have marks.

I forced a smile and praised her.

Inside, I was still tense from the earlier encounter, but I tried not to show it.

“I guess the only place left is the kitchen… Should we go?”

“I’ll go check it out first. You look around the flowerpots near the entrance to the hall.”

I reassured Rahee and headed to the kitchen while she carefully checked the potted plants near the hall.

My plan was to eliminate the ‘head chef’—the creature I suspected to be the most dangerous—beforehand.

That way, Rahee would be safe.

“Ugh…”

As expected, the kitchen was dark and filthy.

At its center stood a towering chef mannequin, easily twice the size of the others.

A bloodstained apron, and in its hand, a massive butcher knife.

It looked like the stereotypical horror game chef.

Just looking at it made my heart feel like it was being squeezed.

‘Still… it’s not looking this way…’

Just like when I took out the waiter mannequin—as long as it wasn’t looking at me, it wasn’t too hard to muster courage.

Tap, tap,

The monstrous chef mannequin was silently chopping something.

I didn’t want to know what.

I took a deep breath and picked up a heavy mop leaning in a corner.

Holding the mop gave me more confidence than when I was empty-handed.

I activated the “Weak Point Detection” skill I had received as a reward after leaving the abandoned hospital.

Various parts of the chef mannequin’s body began to glow red, eventually turning its entire form crimson.

Was… was the whole body a weak point?

“…Hoo…”

I approached silently and positioned myself behind the chef.

Rising slowly, I gripped the mop tightly.

“Hup!”

Holding my breath, I swung the mop with all my strength toward its head.

Among the many red-marked areas, I aimed for a clear weak point.

Whack!

Crack!

With a dull sound, the chef mannequin’s head shattered.

Thud.

The massive body staggered and then collapsed to the floor, unmoving.

It was so heavy that part of the torso also broke from the impact.

I quickly tore off the name tag from its apron and pocketed it.

As expected, the name tags of both the waiter and the chef had green check marks.

Then, using all my strength, I dragged the bulky remains into a large freezer in the kitchen corner, tossed them inside, and slammed the door shut.

It was a perfect cover-up.

“Phew…”

I placed the mop back in its original spot and pretended to wipe off sweat that wasn’t even there.

There was no longer a threat in the kitchen.

At that moment, Rahee cautiously poked her head through the kitchen entrance.

“Oppa, are you okay? I thought I heard something…”

“Huh? Oh, really? I didn’t hear anything.”

She looked around the kitchen and let out a sigh of relief.

“Thank goodness… I guess the chef the man mentioned isn’t here. I think we’re really lucky.”

Her pure relief made me awkwardly smile, unable to tell her the truth.

“Oh, yeah, lucky, huh? Heh.”

The search of the kitchen went smoothly.

Thanks to the “cleaning” I had done earlier, Rahee and I were able to search every nook and cranny without any risk.

In addition to a set of silverware marked with a check and mysterious glass jars containing herbs, we found an old cookbook hidden on one of the shelves.

The cover of the cookbook also had a faint checkmark on it.

“I think we’ve gathered quite a bit, right?”

“Let’s head back. Huh?”

As I was gathering the things we found to leave, I felt someone’s gaze.

When I turned my head, I saw a customer mannequin stop eating and staring at me.

When our eyes met, tension filled the air.

And then—

Swish.

The mannequin lowered its head and pretended to eat again.

It clinked its fork against an empty plate, making a clattering sound.

Could it be pretending not to see me?

“Oppa, let’s go quickly.”

“Huh? Oh, okay.”

We packed up the items we had found and headed back to the lobby.

The atmosphere in the lobby was still heavy.

Some people were sitting exhausted against the walls, while others nervously lingered near the settlement hole.

The numbers above the hole still showed [11,500 / 20,000].

I exchanged a glance with Rahee and confidently walked toward the settlement hole.

I could feel the other survivors’ eyes on us and the items we were holding.

“Are you okay?”

“Yes, we’re fine.”

A middle-aged woman came forward and checked if we were okay, scanning both of us.

I answered lightly and then began to drop the silverware set, the glass jars, and the old cookbook we had found into the hole, one by one.

[15,000 / 20,000]

The points were rising faster than I had expected.

I could hear sighs of regret from the people around us.

“What should we do…”

Rahee and the middle-aged woman looked as if they were about to cry.

But I still had a trump card left.

I pulled out two name tags from my pocket that I had taken earlier from the ‘hotel staff’ mannequins.

One from the waiter, and the other from the chef.

I threw them into the hole, one after the other.

[23,000 / 20,000]

The waiter’s name tag raised 3,000 points, and the chef’s name tag boosted the points by a huge 5,000, instantly surpassing the target amount.

Everyone in the lobby stared in shock at the numbers.

“What… What’s going on?”

“The points…!”

“W-Wait, it’s… over!”

Just as the murmurs were about to turn into cheers, the settlement hole began to emit a soft green light.

At the same time, the heavy sound of cracking echoed from the wall at one side of the lobby, the place where the stairs had originally been.

Boom, boom, boom!

Dust fell and rocks shifted as the missing stairs reappeared.

In front of me, a new series of messages popped up one after another.

[Goal amount achieved.]

[Escape route is now open.]

[You will receive a special reward for the remaining 3,000 points.]

[Strength stat has increased by 1. (Current strength: 6)]

[Passive skill ‘Assassination Lv.1’ has been acquired.]

‘Assassination’

Once again, I had gained an offensive skill.

It was disappointing that it wasn’t a skill related to defense or evasion, but the increase in my strength stat by 1 was significant.

To me, it felt like my strength had increased by 100.

‘…Did it get even stronger?’

At this point, I couldn’t help but wonder if I wasn’t becoming a little strange myself.

“Is the staircase really here? It’s a staircase!”

“I’m alive!”

The lobby was filled with cheers.


People hugged each other in joy and began running toward the newly appeared stairs.

“Oppa! Hurry!”

Rahee grabbed my arm, tears welling up in her eyes.

I nodded and climbed the stairs with her.
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“It’s light…!”

“Ha, ha…”

“Uh, there are people…?”

As soon as we climbed the stairs, a group of people was waiting for us.

They were dressed in the same suits as the so-called “exploration team.”

Upon seeing them, the man in work clothes who had led the initial interview stood with a stern expression.

One man from the suit-wearing group, who seemed to be the leader, stepped forward and bowed deeply after confirming that we had survived.

“…I sincerely apologize.”

The man apologized to us, who were still in a daze.

“Due to an unforeseen situation, a creature appeared, and a serious problem occurred with the escape route being blocked.

The actions of our team members on site were also very inadequate. All of this is our fault.”

Based on his words and the current situation, we could tell that he was the person responsible for this incident.

It was an apology that was honest and straightforward without any excuses.

However, it wasn’t enough to calm the anger of the survivors, who had just gone through a terrible experience.

As if he knew this, the man added more conditions.

“In recognition of that responsibility, everyone who survived today will be processed as having passed. 
Furthermore, with conditions far superior to the initial contract we promised…”

“Are you kidding me?!”

Before the man in the suit could finish speaking, a man with a fierce look shouted angrily.

“You said we wouldn’t encounter any creatures? That it would be safe? It was all a lie! You so-called ‘exploration team’ were completely useless! Do you even know how many of us died?!”

“I don’t want to work under people like you anymore! Let’s quit everything!”

“Yeah! Let’s go!”

Starting with his shout, all the survivors joined in, expressing their anger.

The man bowed his head and said nothing, while the suit-wearing group silently endured the barrage of criticism.

Even though an apology and better conditions were offered, it seemed like the people had already made up their minds.

They shot the suit-wearing group with a look of disdain and hatred, then began to leave the hotel one by one.

In an instant, the lobby was left with just the suit-wearing group, the man in work clothes, and me and Rahee, who were standing there, unsure of what to do.

We also planned to leave, but everything had happened so quickly that we were unable to move.

At that moment, the leader of the suit-wearing group came towards Rahee and me.

His expression was completely different from earlier.

“…I would like to make a special proposal to the two of you.”

“Huh?”

“Unlike the others, you two remained calm under extreme circumstances and showed cooperation, proving your survival potential.”

I don’t know how he knew, but he must have had some information, at least.

Of course, he couldn’t have seen me destroy the creature.

“So, we would like you to join our ‘exploration team.’ Not in a simple task role, but as specialized personnel who are directly involved in encountering creatures.”

…The exploration team?

Rahee asked in surprise.

I was stunned.

Just a moment ago, I had only been thinking of quitting, and now I was being offered to join the exploration team.

Of course, I intended to decline.

I had only joined to transport items, thinking that the chances of encountering creatures would be lower.

I had no intention of joining the exploration team, where the likelihood of encountering creatures was much higher.

“Of course, I will guarantee the best treatment for you.”

He took out a tablet PC again.

It looked similar to the one I had seen earlier, but I had a feeling that even more generous conditions would be offered.

But no matter how good the conditions, it wasn’t enough to change my mind.

“I’m sorry, but no matter what the treatment is…”

I was about to express my intention to decline when he interrupted me.

“Do you know the survival rate of the exploration team?”

“Survival rate?”

The leader in the suit blocked our way and continued speaking.

His expression was still calm, and his voice carried a persuasive tone.

“The ‘transportation’ task you applied for, of course, we in the exploration team try our best to ensure safety, but as you saw earlier, unexpected variables can occur at any time. Even if the frequency of encounters with creatures is low, it’s difficult to guarantee survival in such a situation.”

He took a brief pause.

“However, our ‘exploration team’ is different. Encounters with creatures may be more frequent, but we prepare thoroughly for them. Statistically, exploration team members who are properly trained and equipped have a higher survival rate than those in the transportation team.”

“…How are we supposed to believe that?”

The man said this, but the exploration team I had seen didn’t seem properly trained.

I asked in a voice full of skepticism, and the leader of the suit-wearing group gestured toward another man in a suit standing beside him.

He looked a little more tired than the others, and he was holding a small, complicated-looking device in his hand.

“This is Deputy Kim Hyun-Soo. He was the first exploration team member to escape during the earlier situation. Deputy Kim, please explain it yourself.”

The man named Kim Hyun-Soo swallowed hard and began to speak.

“When the situation first occurred, I felt something was wrong and tried to request support, but it seemed like I was blocked from contacting anyone. Fortunately, I was able to escape using this.”

He showed the device in his hand.

“This is an emergency escape device. It’s for one person, so I couldn’t help the others, but I was able to escape by using this.”

“We received a support request from Deputy Kim Hyun-Soo, but as you know, the stairs disappeared, so we couldn’t provide help quickly.”

“…I’m sorry. If I had known the entrance was gone, I wouldn’t have escaped.”

According to them, such situations were extremely rare.

Not only had the creature appeared suddenly, but because the exploration team members had neglected to bring proper equipment and items due to the familiarity of the place, the stairs disappeared as well.

It was a series of unfortunate events.

Amidst all this, my gaze was fixed on the small device in Kim Hyun-Soo’s hand.

‘That’s an item…!’

The moment Kim Hyun-Soo said “emergency escape device,” a cheat I had forgotten about clearly came to my mind.

Cheat mode applied before starting the game.

Among them, there was definitely a cheat that allowed unlimited use of items.

What if I could use such escape items or other survival items without limit?

The danger of encountering an anomaly would drastically decrease for me.

‘I need the items.’

It would definitely be difficult to obtain such items without joining the exploration team.

The suited leader seemed to have read the change in my expression and spoke gently.

“As you saw, we provide special items prepared for crisis situations and offer specialized training. So, in the long term, our survival rate is higher than that of the transport team.”

His gaze shifted to Rahee and me.

Noticing we were still uncertain, he showed us the contract with the terms clearly stated on a tablet PC.

[Special Recruitment Contract for the Exploration Team]

Work Environment: 4 days a week, 36 hours of work.


Monthly Salary: Base salary of 10 million won + 1 million won or more daily pay when deployed, performance bonuses available.

Equipment Support: Protective suits and items provided.

Housing Support: Apartment near Incheon provided.

Various other details were listed, and the conditions were incomparable to those of the transport team I had applied for.

I quickly weighed safety and the incredible contract terms in my mind.

Just then, Rahee, who had been standing next to me, spoke up with a trembling voice.

She seemed to hesitate for a moment, then finally, as if making a decision, she said,

“…I… I’ll do it.”

Both the suited leader and I turned our gaze toward her simultaneously.

“I… I need money, and with these conditions…”

She lowered her head, unable to continue.

The way she bowed her head along with the mention of needing money made it feel like there was something desperate hidden beneath her words.

Once Rahee accepted, the attention naturally shifted to me.

The suited leader quietly waited for my response.

Rahee also looked at me with a worried expression.

“…Please give me some time to think.”

In the end, I decided to hold off on giving an answer.

It wasn’t something I could decide on the spot.

The suited leader stared at me for a moment, then nodded obediently.

“Understood. Here’s my contact information. You need to give me an answer by tomorrow morning.”

He handed me a business card.

I took it with trembling hands.

Rahee also received the same business card from him.

I made sure to take down Rahee’s number as well, just in case.

We exchanged brief eye contact and left, like the other survivors who had left the hotel earlier.

I could feel the suited group’s gaze on our backs, but I didn’t look back.

***

Once I got home, I barely managed to take a shower and immediately sat down in front of my computer.

“Hmm…”

My head was a mess.

The exploration team’s offer.

It was dangerous, but the conditions were extraordinary.

It wasn’t just the money, but the items and the knowledge they had about the anomalies could also be very helpful for me.

Even without joining the exploration team, I would definitely encounter anomalies while living in this world.

If that was going to happen, it seemed better to face them while having gained items and knowledge from the exploration team.

After some contemplation, I eventually accessed the anomaly gallery.

I wrote carefully, making sure not to reveal my identity.



 
  Chapter 9: Exploration team (2)


[Title: Can You Live with a Super Pretty Long-Haired Ghost (Virgin Ghost) for a Month?]

Frozen Zone?

I got a scouting offer from the Exploration Team here—are we sure this is a legit big company?

They asked me to join the Exploration Team.

The conditions are so good it’s suspicious.

Feels like they just want me to be a disposable bullet sponge, right?

Anyone currently working there or knows it well—please give me some advice.

I heard newbies don’t get sent to dangerous areas right away.

Is that just a rumor?

As soon as I posted it, comments started flooding in.

I began reading them one by one slowly.

“Welcome, suicidal hopeful lol”

“Is the monster’s lunch (future meal) here? lol”

“Joining the Exploration Team is suicide. Ever seen a monster? Leaves trauma for real.”

“But if it’s Frozen Zone, the gear should be good, right? Take the survival kit and protective suit and just run.”

“Depends on the team. Frozen Zone R.O. is a huge company, so every team’s vibe is different. Some say newbies mostly do support work or stay in safe zones. But yeah, if you’re unlucky, you might die on your first day.”

“My friend joined the Frozen Zone Exploration Team and vanished after a month… Think it over carefully.”

“R.O.? Yikes.”

“But I heard Exploration Team pays really well.”

“Lol you gotta survive to get paid.”

“Okay but where the hell is the ‘super pretty ghost’ from the title? Get your act together.”

Opinions were split.

There were slightly more negative ones.

Main reason: being in the Exploration Team means taking on enormous risks.

But one comment caught my eye—

“newbies don’t get sent to dangerous places right away.”

Of course, it might not be true.

But if it is?

What if I use my cheat-mode ability, gain some relatively safe experience, stack up money quickly, and move to Seoul?

“With great power comes great responsibility.”

That phrase came back to me again.

Great money also comes with great responsibility.

The power I had was definitely unique.

Would I just run away using it?

Or risk it all to win bigger “safety” and a future?

I was scared, but—I didn’t dwell on it long.

I sent a text to the number on the business card.

Saying I’d accept the offer.

***

A few days later, I stood in front of Frozen Zone’s HQ.

“…Whoa, this is a big company.”

I came here thinking there’d just be one office building, but there were not one, not two, but three massive skyscrapers—So tall I had to crane my neck just to see the tops.

All three of those enormous buildings belonged to Frozen Zone.

Following the instructions in the message, I entered the building closest to the station.

Inside, the lobby was practically airport-sized.

People busily moving around in a vast space, and to go further in, you had to go through a security check like at an airport.

As I stood there looking confused, a female security staff member approached me.

“Can I help you?”

“Uh… I’m here for the Exploration Team meeting room…”

“Oh, are you Mr. Kim Min-jun?”

“Yes, that’s me.”

“Right this way.”

Following her guidance, I passed through security.

I was told to go to Basement Level 2, so I got on the elevator.

Even though the building was dozens of floors high above ground, it apparently had ten underground levels too.

That was surprising.

“How deep is this place?”

As the elevator descended, I recalled going down into a hotel basement a few days ago.

A chill crept up my spine.

The reason I was heading to the Exploration Team’s meeting room was because of a text I received a few days earlier.

Right after I sent the message agreeing to join the team, I was assigned to Exploration Team 15 and told to report for my first day today.

Now, I was on my way to meet the members of Team 15.

As soon as I got off on B2, I saw a room labeled “Exploration Team Meeting Room.”

“Phew…”

I took a deep breath to calm myself and pushed the door open.

Creak

As I entered the room, three people turned to look at me.

All three were dressed in black suits like mine.

One was a middle-aged man, and the other two were women who looked around my age.

Rahee must have been assigned to a different team—she wasn’t there.

I gave a polite bow and walked toward them.

The first person who stood out was the middle-aged man, who seemed to be the team leader.

He had a slightly thin build, shoulders a bit hunched, and when our eyes met, he awkwardly looked away. 

He had a kind of timid vibe.

Next to him stood a woman with glasses.

She gave off a cold and analytical vibe as she looked me up and down with sharp eyes.

The last person was a woman with short hair.

Unlike the other two, she smiled brightly at me with curious eyes—she seemed lively and upbeat.

“Ah… um, are you Mr. Kim Min-jun, the new recruit?”

The middle-aged man spoke first, though his voice trembled slightly, and he trailed off at the end.

He seemed even more nervous than I was.

“Yes, that’s right. I’m Kim Min-jun, joining from today. Nice to meet you.”

As I bowed again, he hurriedly bowed in return.

“O-Oh, yes, yes… I’m Park Chul-woo, team leader of Exploration Team 15.”

“I’m Seo Ji-hyun, in charge of analysis and documentation.”

The woman with glasses introduced herself briefly and coldly.

Her voice matched her demeanor.

“Nice to meet you, rookie! I’m Han Sora! You can just call me Sora-noona! If anything’s tough, come to me!”

Han Sora, the short-haired woman, gave me a cheerful shoulder pat as she spoke.

Her friendly attitude helped me relax a bit.

Although… was she really older than me?

She looked younger, honestly.

“Well then… Let me explain our team’s duties.”

Team leader Park Chul-woo cleared his throat and, now sounding clearer than before, began his explanation.

“Our Frozen Zone Exploration Teams are divided by number. Teams 1 through 5 mainly handle high-risk monsters or the first contact with unknown ones—basically, very dangerous missions.”

I swallowed hard.

I felt lucky to have been assigned to Team 15.

“Teams 6 to 10 are in charge of medium-risk anomaly investigations and hazardous area management. And our teams, from 11 to 15…”

He paused for a moment.

“Our main task is to manage anomalies that have already been fully investigated or have established response manuals. It’s relatively stable work.”

“To be precise, it means that most of the tasks involve few variables and are carried out in a controlled environment.”

Seo Ji-hyun adjusted her glasses and added an explanation.

“So basically, our team is relatively safe! No need to be too nervous, rookie!”

Han So-ra laughed and patted my shoulder again.

It seemed that what I’d heard in the gallery—‘Rookies aren’t sent into dangerous places right away’—wasn’t entirely wrong.

I felt a bit relieved.

Still, I became a bit curious upon hearing that all 15 exploration teams risk their lives managing anomalies.

“Um, but how exactly do we make money doing this kind of work? The contract terms were pretty extreme…”

Managing these incredibly dangerous anomalies—how does that become profitable?

When I asked the question that had been on my mind the most, Team Leader Park Cheol-woo answered.

“Officially, we report our activities and results to the Bureau of Anomaly Management, and we receive our budget from them. Of course, there are other sources of income as well…”

He trailed off.

I didn’t know what those “other sources of income” were supposed to mean, but I let it slide for now.

“Oh, right.”

Once the job explanation ended, Team Leader Park Cheol-woo said,

“Since it’s your first day, it’d be best if you observed how we do anomaly management firsthand. Min-jun, for today, you just need to watch.”

“Yes, understood.”

“Great! Then let’s head out!”

Han So-ra took the lead, and we left the briefing room.

The two others followed her without hesitation, as if used to her behavior.

We walked through the hallway and took an elevator designated for the exploration team, located in a corner, down to the lower level.

When the elevator doors opened, a corridor with a very different atmosphere appeared.

The walls were made of solid-looking metal, with warning signs and tight security systems visible everywhere.

“This is the low-risk entity containment and management zone,”

Seo Ji-hyun explained concisely.

We walked down the corridor and finally stood in front of a thick steel door.

On the door, it read “Containment Room No. 11”, and next to it was a plaque labeled [Subject: “Wandering Eye”].

“Wandering Eye?”

It was a peculiar name.

Thump, thump, clunk.

Team Leader Park Cheol-woo went through an authentication process and opened the door.

What awaited beyond that door?

Nervously, I took my first step into the containment zone, following the team members.

I frowned and looked up at the anomaly.

True to its name, a giant eyeball the size of an adult male’s torso floated freely in the air, complete with roots dangling beneath it.

The eye itself wasn’t too bad, but the root part was eerie enough to make me grimace.

“Uh, this is…”

Team Leader Park Cheol-woo showed me a smartphone.

An app was open on the phone, containing information and a manual for the Wandering Eye.

[Wandering Eye]

Risk Level: Low

Safe as long as you don’t touch it or make prolonged eye contact

To collect tears, use a sad movie or drama

“This is an anomaly app we developed here in Dongto. Min-jun, you’ll get access to it too.”

“…For tear collection, use a sad movie?”

I couldn’t make sense of it until I looked around the containment room and saw a large TV installed on one wall.


“Okay, rookie! Watch closely!”

Han So-ra strode forward, grabbed the remote on top of the TV, and skillfully turned on a drama.

It was a recently popular, notoriously sad drama.

Ssshhh.

As soon as the show started, the giant eye floated toward the TV, staring at it intently.

Han So-ra casually placed a large square container beneath the eyeball.

Then she shouted,

“All done! Fall back!”

“…Huh?”

That was it?

That easy?

The anomalies I’d encountered before…

While they weren’t exactly beyond my abilities, I’d been terrified trying to escape from abandoned hospitals and creepy hotels.

There were unwanted battles—or rather, attacks I had to survive.

But now, playing a sad movie was enough to handle it?

It didn’t even try to attack humans.

Are there really anomalies like this?

“We need to leave now,”

Seo Ji-hyun tapped my shoulder.

“Huh? Why?”

“If it sees someone crying, it becomes violent.”

“…Oh.”

I scrolled down the manual on the smartphone and, sure enough, it read:

[Caution: If it sees someone crying, it becomes aggressive.]

Yep, still definitely an anomaly.



 
  Chapter 10: Chameleon (1)


The company-provided accommodation was a neat officetel located in Incheon.

It was spacious and pleasant—unlike the old, shabby studio I used to live in.

I began to adjust to my new home.

Rahee said she was also assigned to a different officetel nearby.

The actual fieldwork of the exploration team turned out to be—surprisingly simple.

As Team Leader Park Chul-woo had said, Team 15’s main job was to “manage” anomalies that had already been fully explored and categorized as low-risk, with established protocols.

We would come to work, get a briefing, move to the containment facility, take out our smartphones, observe the anomaly according to the manual, feed it something specific, or clean the containment room.

I gradually became familiar with my team members as well.

Team Leader Park Chul-woo still stuttered slightly and was shy, but when it came to work, he was more thorough and cautious than anyone.

Seo Ji-hyun, despite her cold first impression, would clearly explain anything I didn’t know without showing the slightest annoyance—like a dependable senior.

Han Sora remained cheerful as ever, setting the tone and looking after me, the newcomer.

“…This is strange.”

Life was far more peaceful than I had expected, but something felt uneasy.

It was like the calm before the storm.

Given that the world I had possessed wasn’t normal, I felt I couldn’t afford to let my guard down.

There was, however, one disappointing aspect of this peaceful routine—the item distribution policy.

New team members were not eligible to borrow official company items until they had completed a full month of employment.

In other words, I had to endure about three more weeks before I could get one.

After some relatively calm days had passed, our team received its first “field assignment.”

“Alright, everyone, please pay attention.”

Standing before us in the meeting room with a more tense expression than usual, Team Leader Park Chul-woo spoke.

The tablet in his hand displayed a photo of a secluded pension on the outskirts of Incheon.

“It is currently presumed that an anomaly called ‘Chameleon’ is hiding out in Neulpureun Pension in the Incheon region.”

“Chameleon…?”

The next screen showed information about the anomaly.

[Chameleon]

Risk Level: Low

Feeds on the corpses of living beings and can transform into them.

Gains the memory and knowledge of the transformed subject.

However, it can only access memories from the past year.

Older memories remain unknown.

Alongside this information were records of previous incidents.

One instance involved it taking the form of a notorious cult leader, leading to a mass suicide event.

In another case, it became a soldier on leave, returned to base, and triggered a mass shooting.

“…Its direct combat ability isn’t high, but it’s the type that grows by stealing the knowledge and memories of its prey.

As you can see from past cases, leaving it unchecked can lead to unpredictable consequences.

We must track it down and eliminate it.”

I swallowed dryly without meaning to.

Its combat ability may have been low, but the nature of its power was devious and dangerous.

I raised my hand to ask a question.

“…Can’t we locate it with a detection-type item?”

“Low-level detection items won’t work, and high-grade ones… unfortunately, are restricted to upper-tier teams. Also, for this mission, bringing offensive or defensive items is prohibited—as a precaution.”

The team leader gave a wry smile.

By “precaution,” he probably meant: if we’re taken down and the anomaly gets hold of an item.

An anomaly that could use items—Just imagining it was horrifying.

“At present, the pension is isolated due to access roads being washed out by heavy rain.

There are a total of six individuals inside—or rather, five people and one creature.”

The screen showed grainy CCTV images presumably from inside the pension, along with brief information about those staying there: A middle-aged man who seems to enjoy fishing.

An elderly man, the pension owner.

A young child, presumably the elderly man’s grandson.

A medium-sized dog believed to be kept by the elderly man.

A young couple on vacation.

“One of these is the Chameleon. The problem is, we don’t know who. And unless we pose a direct threat, it’s unlikely the creature will reveal itself first.”

“…Could the medium-sized dog be the Chameleon?”

“There are no exceptions.”

Team Leader Park continued, “Therefore, this mission will proceed as an undercover infiltration.
If we barge in, the anomaly may hide or attack the others. Except for me, the three of you will approach the pension naturally, as if you’re vacationing guests.”

At that, Han Sora whistled.

“Wow! It’s an outdoor op, so we get hazard pay, right? Sweet deal!”

“…We’ll see about that.”

Seo Ji-hyun adjusted her glasses, clearly skeptical, but said nothing further.

“The objective is to blend in as naturally as possible and determine who the anomaly is. If we find clear evidence, or the anomaly tries to escape, I’ll provide backup from the outside.”

Team Leader Park looked at me.

“Min-jun, I know this is your first field mission, so you must be nervous… but observation and analysis are more important than combat this time. Work closely with your two seniors.”

“…Yes, understood.”

My first field mission.

And it was an infiltration op to identify a disguised anomaly.

A far cry from just collecting anomaly tears in the containment room.

‘…If only it could be resolved through force instead…’

Honestly, I wasn’t confident.

We quickly began preparing for the operation.

Instead of the standard-issue uniforms, we changed into regular casual clothes we’d brought ourselves.

Seo Ji-hyun sent satellite images, a map of the pension’s interior, and basic profiles of the suspects to our smartphones.

Han Sora packed props like a large suitcase and a neck pillow from her car trunk, fully transforming into a vacationer.

A little while later, we boarded a plain black van and headed toward the rain-drenched pension on the outskirts of Incheon.

The car eventually stopped at the entrance of a forest trail near the pension.

“We’ll walk from here. Act as naturally as possible. Use this for communication.”

Team Leader Park handed us compact radios.

“We have to find it.”

We got out of the car, each grabbing our luggage, and walked toward the pension under the pouring rain.

In the distance, we could see the “Neulpureun Pension” perched on top of a hill.

Seen through the wind and rain, it had a certain charm, though it also gave off an eerie vibe.

According to the information we had, the first floor of the pension was a shared space, and the second floor was a private area with bedrooms.

“Come on, let’s hurry!”

“Uh… yeah…”

Hansora came up to me, put her arm around my shoulder, and smiled brightly.

Seojihyun remained expressionless, but her eyes scanned the surroundings sharply.

I forced a smile and walked toward the pension entrance with the two of them.

Clunk.

As we opened the door and stepped inside, the musty smell of rain mixed with the warm indoor air greeted us.

“Oh dear, you must’ve had a hard time in this rain! Come in, come in!”

An elderly woman with white hair, sitting on a chair in the living room, welcomed us with a kind smile.

At her feet, a fluffy white medium-sized dog wagged its tail and looked up at us, and next to her, a young boy sitting at a small table stopped drawing and stared at us with curious eyes.

The pension owner, her young grandson, and the dog.

We had just met half the suspects all at once.

“Excuse me! I’m Kim Sora — I made a reservation earlier! Wow, this rain is no joke!”

Hansora spoke to the elderly woman in her usual cheerful and friendly tone.

Her acting was perfect.

I played the role of a shy, reserved man, lowering my head slightly behind her, and Seojihyun pretended to fidget awkwardly with her smartphone, as if unfamiliar with the place.

Of course, in reality, she was likely reviewing information on the suspects and the layout of the pension on her phone screen.

Even now, she snuck glances at the old woman and the child.

“Ha ha, no kidding. It just started pouring all of a sudden. Looks like our guests are stuck here for now.”

The old woman clicked her tongue and pointed to one side of the living room.

There, a young couple and a middle-aged man were sitting on separate sofas, staring blankly out the window.

The couple leaned on each other with annoyed expressions, while the middle-aged man in fishing gear looked bored and yawned repeatedly.

They were the remaining suspects.

All the suspects were now gathered in this small space.

I bit my lip quietly.

When I pulled up the mental map in my head, sure enough, a faint red dot was blinking near the center of the living room.

The problem was, the pension was smaller than expected, and everyone was too close together — it was impossible to pinpoint exactly who that red dot represented.

Was it the old woman?

The grandson?

The dog?

One of the couple?

Or the fisherman?

What was certain was that the chameleon-like entity we were chasing was a far better actor than we had anticipated.

From facial expressions alone, everyone looked like a real human.

“Head to the room marked ‘4’ on the second floor, got it?”

“Got it~!”

We took the key and went upstairs.

The pension was cozier than we expected.

The first floor had a living room and a dining area, along with the stairs leading to the second floor.

Naturally, the bedrooms were upstairs.

Once in the room, we began unpacking and shared our first impressions of the suspects.

“I’ve got it…! It’s gotta be the fisherman, right?”

“Huh? Why do you think so?”

Hansora smiled as she asked.

“Well, the old lady, her grandson, and the dog have lived here together — they’d surely recognize each other if something were off. The couple would definitely recognize each other too! That only leaves the fisherman!”

“…Well, when you put it that way…”

It wasn’t a completely baseless argument.

Then Seojihyun added a comment.


“Regardless of suspicions, I think we should be wary of the pension owner.”

“Huh? Why the old woman…?”

“Because she’s the one who prepares all the meals. She’d have easy access to kitchen knives and such. If the chameleon were to obtain a weapon in this pension, the kitchen is the most likely place.”

“Th-that’s true…”

Her chilling statement made me involuntarily feel a bit nervous.

But at the same time, another thought crossed my mind.

‘If they attacked us first… maybe things would actually get easier.’

As soon as that thought came, I shook my head to dispel it.



 
  Chapter 11: Chameleon (2)


“Even if a chameleon changes, it cannot acquire memories from long ago.”

The information I heard during the briefing flashed through my mind.

Even if the creature absorbs memories and knowledge, it has a weakness: it cannot perfectly bring back memories from the distant past.

Perhaps this could be the breakthrough.

I looked again at the people gathered in the living room.

We each carried out our assigned roles diligently.

Seo Ji-hyun was still buried in her smartphone, but occasionally, she would lift her head and check the locations of objects like the fire hydrant in the corner of the living room or the firewood beside the fireplace.

At the same time, her fingers were busily moving across the screen.

She was likely cross-checking information about the suspects.

Information gathering.

She was doing her job.

Now it was my turn.

My role was to approach people as naturally as possible and probe their ‘old memories.’

I approached the fisherman.

“…It’s raining so much that we can’t go out… Did you come here to fish?”

As I spoke first, the fisherman glanced at me.

“…Yeah, I was planning to go out by boat, but with this rain…”

“When I was young, I used to go fishing with my father every summer… Did you fish from when you were little?”

At my sudden question, the fisherman furrowed his brow for a moment, then chuckled and opened his mouth.

“Well, I grew up in a mountain valley in Gangwon Province. Back then, we didn’t even have fishing rods. I just tied bait to a string and caught fish like minnows by the river. I could only start fishing when I became an adult and moved to Incheon.”

He seemed to be recalling something from long ago, squinting his eyes and gazing out the window.

There was no sign of fabrication in his expression or tone.

At least, it seemed that way to me.

This was enough to be considered an ‘old memory.’

Could the creature possibly fabricate a story like this?

“I also want to try fishing again after a long time.”

“Yeah, after living for a while, I realized there’s no hobby like fishing.”

I nodded in agreement and wrapped up the conversation.

The fisherman turned his gaze back to the window.

I returned to my seat and exchanged a brief glance with Seo Ji-hyun.

She gave a slight nod.

She had confirmed that there was no lie in what the fisherman had said.

She must have cross-checked the fact that his hometown was a mountain valley in Gangwon Province and that he had moved to Incheon when he became an adult, comparing it with the data she had.

It seemed likely that he was not the creature.

Now, the remaining suspects were the elderly owner, the grandchild, the dog, and the young couple.

At that moment, I heard raised voices from the young couple sitting on a sofa in the lobby.

At first, they were whispering, but soon the woman’s sharp voice and the man’s pleading voice mixed, cutting through the heavy air in the living room.

“Sigh… I’m going to step outside for a bit to clear my head.”

Finally, the man stood up with a slightly angry expression and stomped up the stairs to the second floor.

In the living room, only the woman, who was sulking with her arms crossed, and the others who were unsure of what to do remained in cold silence.

It was an opportunity.

I quickly signaled to Han So-ra and Seo Ji-hyun.

Han So-ra nodded and naturally approached the woman sitting on the sofa, pretending to comfort her while starting a conversation.

I took advantage of this moment and quietly climbed the stairs.

I needed to check on the man who had gone upstairs.

The second-floor hallway was darker and quieter than the first floor.

A faint smell of tobacco drifted through the air.

Following the scent, I went to the end of the hallway, where a window was open, and a man was leaning against the window frame, smoking a cigarette while looking outside.

It was the man who had angrily gone upstairs earlier.

The heavy rain was lightly dampening his shoulders.

Surprisingly, he was smoking in this rain.

When he noticed me approaching, he turned his head.

When our eyes met, he gave a somewhat awkward smile.

“Ah… haha. Could you not tell the owner? It’s raining outside, and I just got a little frustrated, and I… didn’t mean to…”

“Ah, yes. Of course. I also came up here because I was upset after arguing with my friends…”

I awkwardly replied, standing next to him.

I opened the window beside me and looked out at the rain.

At first, he looked at me strangely, but as I exhaled deeply outside the window, he seemed to feel a sense of camaraderie and began to speak.

“Phew… It’s really driving me crazy. I don’t know why my girlfriend is being so sensitive today… She was fine up until just now, right? We were enjoying our trip, but once the rain started this afternoon, she suddenly got angry.”

He exhaled a long cloud of smoke and continued.

“I asked her if I did something wrong, but she wouldn’t even give me a proper answer… It’s so frustrating. I have no idea why she’s acting this way.”

His expression was filled with genuine frustration and confusion.

He clearly didn’t understand the sudden change in his girlfriend.

I comforted him while mentally checking the map.

Then, the layout of the second floor appeared along with a clean map.

In other words, the red dot was not visible.

‘No.’

Since the map separated the second floor from the first, I was certain the man from the couple was not the creature.

If we lured each person up to the second floor one by one, we could easily identify the creature.

“…It might be that everyone is just a bit sensitive because of the rain.”

“…Is that so?”

I offered a mild comforting remark and left first.

The man was still looking out the window with an unresolved expression.

A while later, when I returned to the living room on the first floor, Han So-ra had finished talking to the woman and was retreating.

I signaled for Han So-ra and Seo Ji-hyun to follow me, and we headed to the second-floor room.

I planned to have a quick strategy meeting away from the others’ eyes.

“So, what happened?”

When I asked, Han So-ra spoke first.

“The woman, it turns out, has been dating her boyfriend for exactly two years today. But her boyfriend completely forgot about it and just planned the trip without considering it. She’s been upset about it since earlier, and the guy just didn’t notice, so she exploded.”

“Two years, huh…”

Now I could understand why the woman was upset.

I also shared the things I had heard from the man with both of them.

“I talked to that guy earlier, and he said that everything was fine during the trip until this afternoon, when the rain started. That’s when the woman suddenly started acting out…”

“I heard it changed.”

At my words, Seo Ji-hyun looked up from her smartphone screen and furrowed her brow.

“Hmm… It seems like it’s been two years.”

The woman’s anger had a valid reason.

“Isn’t it strange? How could he forget the 2nd anniversary?”

“It’s a common thing.”

“Huh? Really?”

At Han Sora’s words, Seo Ji-hyun made a firm statement.

I also nodded with a wry smile.

It was indeed a somewhat common occurrence.

From the conversation, the man seemed a bit suspicious, but I confirmed that he wasn’t strange after all.

Now, the remaining suspects were three.

The elderly owner, the grandson, and a dog.

“The problem is, it’s difficult to verify ‘old memories’ with them,” Seo Ji-hyun said.

She was right.

It was natural that a child wouldn’t remember things from a few years ago. Of course, you couldn’t ask a dog about the past either.

The elderly woman was the only one with a possibility, but it wouldn’t be strange if her memories were hazy due to her age.

“First, let’s report the current situation to the team leader, and then observe more carefully.”

No good ideas came to mind.

We decided to each take a seat in a corner of the living room and spend our time secretly observing the remaining suspects.

Outside the window, the rain was still pouring heavily, and time inside the pension passed slowly and uneasily.

As evening approached, the elderly woman began moving busily in the kitchen with the child.

Tap, tap, tap.

The old woman skillfully chopped vegetables as she prepared dinner.

The dog stayed close to her, eagerly eating the vegetables that accidentally fell.

The dining table in the living room was set with steaming food, and at the call of the old woman, everyone in the pension awkwardly gathered around the table.

The atmosphere around the table was, of course, unpleasant.

The anxiety of being trapped in the heavy rain, regret, awkwardness with strangers, and even a couple that had fought—all of these made the mood heavy over the table.

“Mmm~ It’s delicious!”

“Ah, it’s nice to see you enjoying it.”

Han Sora forced a cheerful tone to compliment the food, but it didn’t completely lift the awkward atmosphere.

I tried to act as naturally as possible while observing the expressions and actions of others, but I didn’t notice anything unusual.

Just as the meal was nearing its end, Seo Ji-hyun quietly stood up and headed toward the kitchen.

She pretended to be getting a drink, but I sensed that she was going to check something.

A moment later, she came back with a glass of water and casually sat back down.

Then, under the table, she tapped my leg with her foot—only I knew it was a signal.

It meant that she had something to say and wanted me to come quickly.

I finished my meal with as little expression as possible, sent a subtle glance to Han Sora, and followed Seo Ji-hyun to the corner near the kitchen.

As soon as we entered the kitchen, Seo Ji-hyun spoke in a low voice.

“Two knives are missing from the knife block.”

“What?”

“One was used by the elderly woman when she was preparing dinner, and it’s still in the sink… but the other one is gone.”

Her words sent a chill down my spine.

One of the knives was missing—apart from the one that had been used for cooking.


This meant that someone had hidden a knife inside this isolated pension.

“…Could it be strange?”

At Seo Ji-hyun’s question, I bit my lip.

It was just a gut feeling, but it seemed like something odd was going on.



 
  Chapter 12: Chameleon (3)


The Missing Kitchen Knife.

I felt an uneasy sense of uncertainty, not knowing when, who, or where someone might wield a knife.

But at the same time, the fact that the strange person might have the knife gave me one clear conviction:
Hiding and watching was not the answer.

I had to act before they hurt someone.

But what should I do?

If I had it my way, I wanted to forcibly take them upstairs one by one.

However, the elderly woman and her grandson were always stuck together.

The dog-For now, I excluded it from my plans.

If I suddenly called someone upstairs or acted strangely, the strange person might escape or suddenly attack someone nearby.

It would be better if they attacked me; I could dodge it…

While thinking, I came up with an idea.

Instead of hiding, I would make myself the target.

“It’s not possible, it’s too dangerous.”

“That’s right. It’s dangerous.”

Hearing my words, Seo Ji-hyun firmly said.

At some point, Han So-ra, who had approached from behind, gave a similar response.

I calmly persuaded them.

“Since the knife is gone, everyone is in danger. It’s safer for me to be targeted since I know everything and… I’ve even done some physical training.”

“Physical training? You trained?”

“…Yes, I did boxing.”

I lied without even wetting my lips.

In fact, it wasn’t entirely a lie.

Right now, I was faster and had a stronger punch than any boxer.

Honestly, compared to boxers, I could even take on animals like bears or gorillas.

“Then try to dodge my punch!”

Han So-ra suddenly lunged at me, swinging her fist.

Whoosh.

I calmly avoided the punch.

“Oh… Wow… You really dodged it?”

Han So-ra seemed to be in awe, as if she didn’t expect me to actually dodge the punch.

“…Understood. If it gets dangerous, use the walkie-talkie immediately.”

Seo Ji-hyun nodded in the end.

***

After dinner, my act began.

I intentionally stayed near the elderly woman and the grandson.

When they were talking, I listened closely from nearby, and when the two looked out the window at the rain, I stared at them from behind.

Whenever the grandson drew a picture, I subtly approached and peeked at the drawing.

It was an awkward and obvious act, making it obvious to anyone that I was up to something.

Once, I asked the child or the grandmother to come upstairs with me.

The child, frightened by my sudden assertiveness, hid behind the grandmother’s legs, and the grandmother refused to go upstairs, citing her leg pain.

In the first place, the two never separated.

“Sigh, why are you wandering around alone? Playing detective?”

Han So-ra deliberately scolded me loudly as if for others to hear.

“…Please stop annoying people.”

Seo Ji-hyun also spoke more coldly than usual, ignoring me.

It was our little play.

“No, it’s not that… Something just feels off…”

I noticed something, but my team members treated me like a fool and didn’t believe me.

If one of the suspects was the strange person, they would probably try to take care of me, the one who seemed to have noticed something.

…That’s what I hoped for.

I began to walk around more obviously on my own, making myself an easy target.

During a brief pause in the rain, I pretended to walk around the pension alone, and when people were gathered in the living room, I deliberately sat in a corner, staring only at the window.

At night, even when the team members went upstairs, I stayed in the living room, claiming I couldn’t sleep, staying up late.

Even until the elderly woman, child, and medium-sized dog were about to enter the large room on the first floor, I remained in the living room.

I threw myself in as bait.

Hoping desperately that the strange person would take the bait.

And that night.

Everyone else had gone to their respective rooms to sleep.

The couple and the fisherman had locked their doors and gone upstairs, and Seo Ji-hyun and Han So-ra also went upstairs, pretending to sleep first.

In the pitch-black living room, where even the moonlight couldn’t reach,

I sat in the center of the room with only the faint light of my phone.

Then, footsteps were heard from the large room on the first floor.

A small sound that you could only hear if you focused.

My heart raced wildly.

Come out… Please…

In the dark night, in the quiet living room, I waited for the strange person to appear.

Although this situation was frightening, I also desperately wanted the strange person to show up.

I felt uneasy, wondering if the strange person might target someone else in the large room on the first floor, not me.

Should I just rush in?

Looking at the map, it was clear that the elderly woman, the child, or the medium-sized dog was one of the targets.

The couple and the fisherman had gone upstairs, but the red dot remained on the first floor.

How much time had passed?

The door to the large room, farthest inside the living room, opened silently.

It didn’t make a sound, but I could tell because I had focused all my attention on that direction.

And from the darkness, a silhouette of someone slowly walked out.

At first, it was hard to see in the dark living room.

But as the shadow moved closer to the center of the room and into the faint light of my phone, I held my breath.

“Oh my… at this late hour…”

Grandmother?

It was the elderly woman.

But she looked completely different from usual.

Her slightly hunched back was now straight as if by magic.

Her posture was so straight and firm that it was hard to believe she was an elderly woman.

And in her hand, one of the missing kitchen knives glinted.

She was no longer the kind, gentle country grandmother.

With her straight back, empty eyes, and the knife in her hand, the elderly woman slowly turned her head and fixed her gaze directly on me, who was standing in the dark.

There was a deadly, murderous gleam in her eyes.

“…!”

A terrifying chill ran through my body, causing every hair to stand on end.

I had anticipated this moment, but facing it in reality, my mind went blank.

However, I couldn’t escape now.

This was the situation I had wanted.

I clenched my teeth.

“…Come here… come…”

The old man—no, a chameleon in the shape of an old man—muttered in a hoarse voice.

The old man adjusted his grip on the kitchen knife and slowly approached me.

I swallowed dryly and stepped back.

Swish!

The creature swung the knife.

The speed was hard to believe for an ordinary old man.

But I could see it all too clearly.

I twisted my waist lightly to avoid the attack.

The blade brushed against my collar, leaving a cold sensation.

Swish! Swish!

The creature swung the knife again and again, continuously attacking after seeing me evade.

I was now barely avoiding the attacks by a hair’s breadth, lifting my fist for a counterattack.

However, I couldn’t strike.

“…?”

The creature’s face was filled with confusion.

It gave me an odd look, as I had evaded its attacks too easily, and I, on the other hand, had to face another kind of dilemma.

‘…I can’t hit it.’

Every time I avoided an attack, there were countless opportunities to counterattack.

One punch from me could end this, just like with the mannequin before, or even easier.

But… the enemy in front of me appeared too much like a “human.”

With wrinkles on its face, gray hair, and, aside from being far too spry for an old man, it looked like an ordinary human.

It was hard to strike with my fist, almost like a weapon, knowing how human this creature appeared.

Noticing my hesitation, the creature swung the knife even more fiercely.

A rough voice, unlike that of an old man, broke out.

It was at that moment.

“…Grandma?”

With a creak, the door opened, and a child’s sleepy voice came through.

The door to the room where the old man and his grandchild had been sleeping opened, and the half-awake grandchild rubbed their eyes and came out into the living room.

It seemed too dark in the living room for the child to notice us yet.

“…!”

Both the creature and I turned our gaze toward the child at the same time.

I thought I saw a strange gleam flicker in the creature’s empty eyes.

‘No way!’

The child was in danger.

I instinctively read the creature’s thoughts.

There was no more time to hesitate.

The creature might attack the child or even take them hostage.

I clenched my teeth tightly.

In an instant, I lowered my stance and dove into the creature’s embrace.

I clenched my fist and aimed for the creature’s solar plexus.

Whoosh!

Thud!

My fist pierced through the creature’s chest without resistance.

There was no sensation of breaking bones or tearing flesh.

It felt more like piercing through wet paper—an unpleasant feeling.

“Ugh…?”

The creature looked down at its chest in disbelief.

I twisted my fist, pulling it out from the creature’s chest.

And at that moment, the old man’s form began to rapidly collapse.

The wrinkles on his face melted away, his body distorted, and soon thick, dark red liquid began to flow from him, pooling on the ground.

The liquid bubbled on the floor for a moment, then evaporated with a hiss, turning black as it burned away.

All that was left in its place were tiny beads.

“…Grandma? Have you seen Grandma?”

By now, the child had come to the living room and asked, looking at me with teary eyes.

I quickly forced a neutral expression and knelt down in front of the child.

“Maybe she just went outside for some fresh air? I’m not sure… It’s late, so go on and get some rest. She’ll be back soon.”

“…Okay…”

I soothed the child with the gentlest voice I could muster.

Though the child still looked uncertain, they nodded at my words and went back into the room.

I watched the child’s back with a somewhat bitter expression.

The living room was again filled with silence.

Only a faint stain remained on the floor where the creature had melted away.

Silence.

“Hm?”

Suddenly, a sound came from below, and I looked down to see a dog approaching, rubbing its head against my leg.

With its hind legs, it seemed to be scratching at the spot where the creature had died, leaving a faint trace.

Then, it trotted off toward the large room where the child had gone.

Now that I thought about it, the reason the creature didn’t target the child might have been because of the dog.


After all, it had always been between the child and the old man.

“…The creature has been dealt with.”

I reported the completion of the mission to my team.





 
  Chapter 13: Item Recovery (1)


By collecting the small orb left behind by the chameleon, our first field mission came to an end.

We dragged our exhausted bodies back to headquarters.

The small orb was handed over to the research team.

It could be an item… or something else entirely.

And then, just two days later.

After a day off due to a field mission that had lasted late into the night, right upon returning to the company—before the fatigue had even worn off, Exploration Team 15 was assigned another field mission.

“Wow! Another field mission?”

“…Yes, it’s odd. There’s been an increase in anomalies lately…”

At Han So-ra’s excited question—clearly thrilled about the extra pay from another field mission—the team leader tilted his head in confusion.

“This mission involves identifying and retrieving items abandoned in a specific area,” explained Team Leader Park Chul-woo as he displayed briefing materials on the screen.

A photo of a dilapidated and eerie-looking building appeared.

“The higher-ranked teams have already removed major threats, but there’s still a lack of detailed information about the area, and unexpected variables could occur…”

While listening to his explanation, I suddenly sensed something off and raised my hand.

“Team Leader, isn’t item retrieval or cargo transport… usually the responsibility of the ‘Transport Team’?”

At my question, not only Team Leader Park, but also Han So-ra and Seo Ji-hyun looked puzzled.

Team Leader Park hesitated for a moment before responding.

“Transport Team? Mr. Kim Min-jun, are you possibly confusing us with another company? We don’t have a department called ‘Transport Team’ at Dongto.”

“…What?”

At his words, I felt like I’d been hit over the head.

No Transport Team?

Then what was the department I applied to in the beginning, and went through that dreadful ‘final interview’ for?

Could it be that it’s just called something else?

At least judging by the team leader’s expression, he didn’t seem to be lying.

And Han So-ra and Seo Ji-hyun also seemed genuinely unaware.

“The target location is an abandoned hospital on the outskirts of Incheon.”

Whether she noticed my confusion or not, Seo Ji-hyun calmly continued the briefing.

“It was abandoned after an incident in the past. Recently, there were reports of something unidentifiable being seen inside. As a result, Exploration Team 6 was dispatched. They discovered and eliminated an anomaly.”

“The area has been initially secured, but unstable factors may remain. Our mission is to carefully retrieve the item from the designated area.”

“An abandoned hospital?”

“Yes.”

While listening to her explanation, I fixated on one word.

Abandoned hospital.

“No way…”

I remembered the abandoned hospital that marked the starting point of the game Tale of the Anomaly.

I looked at the photo from the briefing.

The shattered white tile floor, the peeling wallpaper, the emergency light at the end of the corridor.

It all looked strangely familiar.

‘…It must just be a coincidence.’

I tried to convince myself.

There are plenty of hospitals that look similar.

And abandoned hospitals are the perfect setting for anomalies.

“…We’ll travel to the target site by vehicle. Check your gear. We depart in five minutes.”

As Seo Ji-hyun wrapped up her words, the team members began checking their equipment.

I tried to shake off the uneasiness and reviewed the standard gear I’d been issued.

But that ominous feeling—“what if…”—wouldn’t go away.

Hiding my nervous expression, I followed the others out for our second field mission.

I could only hope my instincts were wrong.

We drove through a landscape that felt both familiar and foreign, and finally arrived at our destination:
an old, abandoned hospital on the outskirts of Incheon.

The gray sky and eerie exterior of the building gave off a chilling vibe.

At the hospital entrance, a Dongto vehicle was already parked, and members of an exploration team were waiting.

They were Team 6—a higher-ranked team that handled far more dangerous missions.

As we got out of the van, a man who appeared to be their team leader approached Park Chul-woo.

His face showed signs of exhaustion… and a hint of puzzlement.

“Phew… Ah, you must be Team 15? We’ve just finished sweeping the interior,” said the Team 6 leader.

His voice was calm and low, but his expression was uneasy.

“There was only one anomaly left inside. It wasn’t particularly dangerous, so we dealt with it easily.
But that’s not the real issue.”

He paused and glanced over our group.

“Two anomalies had already been eliminated.”

“What? Eliminated?”

Park Chul-woo asked in surprise.

“Yes. One of them even looked quite dangerous.”

“Wait, by who…?”

“The head was completely crushed. Looked like it’d been shot or something.”

He then described the appearance of the anomaly.

“You’ll see it as soon as you go in. A freakishly tall figure wearing a doctor’s coat.”

I held my breath.

A freakishly tall anomaly in a doctor’s coat.

Memories from the past replayed in my mind.

I bit my lip to keep my expression neutral.

“We still don’t know who did it.

Maybe there was a fight between anomalies, or maybe someone used an item to take it down…

When we swept the area, there didn’t appear to be any remaining threats, but…”

He shot us a warning look.

“You never know what could happen.

Team 15, be careful.

Stay alert while retrieving the item, and if anything seems dangerous, radio in immediately.

We’ll be monitoring the perimeter.”

“…Understood. Thank you.”

As Team Leader Park responded, my mind was entirely preoccupied with the abandoned hospital before me.

Yes, I recognized it.

‘This is it…’

The worn-out tiles on the exterior, the shape and position of the front entrance, the faintly visible staircase inside—no matter how I looked at it, this was the exact hospital where I had first awakened in this world and desperately tried to escape from.

The starting point of the game Tale of the Anomaly.

‘How… did I end up back here?’

Fate really did have a way of pulling you back.

No matter how far I tried to run, somehow, I ended up back here.

“…It’s creepy,” someone muttered.

“Ah, yes, really…”

At the team leader’s words, I pretended as if I was seeing the hospital for the first time.

“Alright, then let’s head in. Seo Ji-hyun, please check the interior structure again. Han So-ra, stay alert for anything around us. Min-jun?”

Team leader Park Cheol-woo called me, but I took a moment to compose myself before answering.

“Yes.”

“There’s no need to be nervous. There won’t be any combat.”

“Got it.”

“Our objective this time is to secure the item. Even if an entity appears, there’s no need to fight it.”

Why, though?

To be honest, I wasn’t that nervous.

Maybe it was because I had already escaped this hospital once before.

As I stepped inside, the familiar yet unsettling air stung my nose.

The smell of old disinfectant, dust, and a faint, fishy odor all mixed together.

Thud, thud.

Our footsteps echoed eerily in the empty space.

I followed behind the team from the rear.

We carefully entered, following the lights left by Exploration Team 6.

And before long, in the center of the lobby, we found it.

“Oh my god…”

Han So-ra let out a gasp before she could stop herself.

The remains of a grotesque creature in a doctor’s coat were sprawled on the floor.

The torso and limbs were relatively intact, but the head had been smashed beyond recognition.

Like a watermelon that had burst, dark red fragments and unidentifiable fluids were splattered across the surrounding walls and floor.

“I didn’t get a good look last time because we were busy escaping, but… so this is what it looked like.”

Seo Ji-hyun crouched down, not touching the remains, just quietly observing.

“The head of the creature appears to have been completely shattered by a powerful external impact. It was either attacked by something stronger or struck using an item.”

“Who could’ve done this…? Or wait—was it another creature?”

Team leader Park Cheol-woo muttered, his voice tinged with surprise.

His face showed clear signs of confusion and anxiety.

I did my best to mimic a shocked expression beside them.

“…Everyone, stay alert. The creature responsible for this might still be nearby. Do not let your guard down.”

It seemed the team leader had concluded that this was the work of another entity.

As I listened to Park Cheol-woo’s declaration of caution—perhaps directed at me—we began to move again.

He pulled out a palm-sized search device from his coat.

It let out beeping sounds and emitted a faint light, pointing in a specific direction.

“This way. The item is responding.”

We followed him down a spooky corridor, up the stairs, and stopped in front of a hospital room.


[Room 302]

Beep, beep-beep.

The search device gave a strong reaction toward the inside of the room.

“We’ve found it.”

Park Cheol-woo spoke, but his expression was far from cheerful.

He stopped Han So-ra from grabbing the doorknob and warned in a low voice,

“As you know, just because it’s an item doesn’t mean it’s safe.”

His tone carried a seriousness that hadn’t been there before.

“Items without manuals can be just as dangerous as entities—possibly even more so. Everyone, stay sharp and proceed with caution.”

At his warning, we exchanged tense glances.

Once again, we held our breath and slowly opened the door.
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Team Leader Park Chul-woo carefully opened the worn-out door of Room 302.

With a creaking sound, the dusty interior of the hospital room was revealed.

Faint light came through the torn curtains, but the room was overall dark and eerie.

The four beds were damaged in places, and the floor was scattered with shards of broken glass and unidentifiable debris.

“The signal is definitely coming from this room. Everyone, spread out and search. And remember—stay alert at all times.”

Team Leader Park spoke as he confirmed that the search device in his hand was still emitting a strong signal.

I double-checked the mental map in my head, just in case, but fortunately, no red dots appeared on this floor.

We each began to search the hospital room.

I checked under and around the beds, Seo Ji-hyun examined the wall near the window and the shattered glass, and Han So-ra looked over a toppled cabinet in the corner and the surrounding floor.

The team leader was searching near the entrance while also keeping watch over the hallway.

We had to thoroughly search the room for an item whose appearance we couldn’t even imagine.

“Ouch!”

Just then, Han So-ra let out a small cry as she examined the floor near the cabinet.

It looked like she had accidentally touched a sharp piece of broken tile.

A small drop of red blood dripped from the tip of her finger.

Han So-ra furrowed her brow in annoyance.

And in that very moment—As soon as her blood was shed, one of the old drawers nearby began to rattle.

Rattle, rattle.

“Huh…?”

Clatter!

A drawer flung open, and something like a white bundle of bandages shot out rapidly.

“What…?!”

The bandages slowly unraveled and, like a living snake, writhed and flew straight toward Han So-ra.

Before she could even react, the bandages began to wrap tightly around her arms and torso.

“Kyaa! What is this?!”

Han So-ra struggled in panic, but the more she resisted, the tighter the bandages squeezed her.

Her arms were already pinned down, and it didn’t look like she could escape on her own.

“So-ra!”

“The item… it activated!”

Team Leader Park and Seo Ji-hyun both shouted in alarm.

Seo Ji-hyun quickly pulled out a small knife from her waist, while Park shouted in urgency.

“D-Don’t move recklessly! E-Everyone, step back first…!”

I gasped at the sight unfolding before me.

There were still no red dots on my mental map.

This wasn’t a “being”—it was a dangerous item, just as the team leader had warned.

It could be more dangerous than a monster if handled incorrectly.

The bandages kept tightening around Han So-ra, and her face turned pale from fear and pain.

The team leader’s warning echoed in my mind—if we handled this wrong, things could get even worse.

The bandages were now crawling past her torso and arms, starting to wrap around her neck and face.

“Ugh… nghh…”

The bandages constricted her chest and throat so tightly that it looked like even breathing was a struggle.

“S-So-ra!”

“We can’t wait! I’m cutting it!”

We couldn’t just stand there any longer.

Team Leader Park and Seo Ji-hyun rushed in at the same time.

Park tried to pull the bandages off with his bare hands, and Seo Ji-hyun slashed at them with her dagger.

But the bandages were far tougher than they looked.

Park’s strength couldn’t budge them, and Seo Ji-hyun’s blade only skimmed the surface or left faint scratches.

“Grr…!”

“It’s not cutting…!”

Sssshk!

Crack!

Instead, the bandages reacted to their attacks, splitting and writhing out toward their limbs.

In a flash, both Park and Seo Ji-hyun found themselves entangled too.

Three team members were now on the verge of being completely restrained.

“…I have to do it!”

I pushed away my hesitation.

Saving my teammates came before hiding my strength.

I stepped forward and grabbed the thickest bundle of bandages wrapped around Han So-ra with both hands.

Despite being just cloth, the texture felt more like tough leather.

No wonder Seo Ji-hyun’s knife couldn’t cut through it.

But that didn’t matter to me.

I took a deep breath and pulled the bandages with all my strength.

Crack!

Rip!

There was hardly any resistance.

What looked like tough, unbreakable bandages tore apart in my hands as easily as tissue paper.

As I yanked with tremendous force, all the bandages binding Han So-ra snapped and unraveled.

The ones trying to entangle Park and Seo Ji-hyun also fell to the floor limply, as if drained of life.

The wildly writhing bandages were now nothing more than old, dirty scraps scattered across the floor.

“Guh…! Hah… hah…”

Freed from the bindings, Han So-ra collapsed to the floor, gasping for breath.

Red marks were clearly visible on her neck and arms.

Park and Seo Ji-hyun also looked stunned as they checked their limbs, then looked back and forth between me and the shredded bandages.

“T-Thanks… Min-jun… I thought I was done for…”

Han So-ra finally managed to speak through her heavy breathing.

“Thank you so much, Min-jun. That could’ve gone terribly wrong.”

Team Leader Park also let out a sigh of relief as he spoke, though his voice still trembled slightly.

“Haa… haa…”

Seo Ji-hyun looked at me silently for a moment, then gave a small nod—her own way of expressing gratitude.

This was the danger of the “items” the team leader had warned about.

An item without proper knowledge or handling could be just as deadly as a monster.

We had just experienced that firsthand.

For a moment, we all stood there in silence, catching our breath and staring at the scattered bandage scraps.

The hospital room, already a mess, was even more chaotic now.

We composed ourselves and left the wrecked Room 302.

The team leader carefully placed the bandage that had fallen to the floor into the bag.

It seemed like the bag was also an item—he let out a sigh of relief, saying he felt reassured now.

As they stepped out into the hallway, Han Sora rubbed a small cut on her finger and spoke.

“That thing popped out as soon as I started bleeding, right? I was totally shocked.”

“We can’t be sure, but there’s a high possibility it’s an item that reacts to blood. We should be cautious.”

Seo Ji-hyun added her analysis.

Team leader Park Chul-woo nodded with a troubled expression.

“We need to be more careful from now on. Let’s move slowly.”

Everyone agreed with the team leader’s words and started walking down the hallway again.

Perhaps because of the earlier commotion, no one said a word.

Then suddenly, Han Sora glanced at me and opened her mouth.

“But Min-jun, you were amazing! Honestly, I thought we were all going to die back there. How did you tear it apart so easily?”

With her question, I could feel the gazes of both team leader Park Chul-woo and Seo Ji-hyun subtly turning toward me.

My heart sank.

I thought, Here it comes, and tried to shrug as naturally as possible.

“I was just so shocked and out of it… I guess I just happened to grab a weak spot or something?”

I gave an awkward laugh and brushed it off.

The three of them fell silent for a moment.

Team leader Park simply turned his gaze away and focused on the item scanner, while Seo Ji-hyun stared at me intently through her glasses.

It didn’t seem like they believed me completely.

They might have sensed that I was hiding something.

But they didn’t press any further.

“Well, thanks to you, we’re alive! You’re such a lucky charm, rookie!”

Han Sora tried to lighten the mood again, playfully tapping my arm with her usual cheerful voice.

She probably knew my excuse was just that—an excuse—but chose not to dig deeper, playing along instead.

“Anyway, I’m just glad everyone’s safe. Let’s stay cautious from now on.”

Team leader Park wrapped things up awkwardly with a clearing of his throat.

Seo Ji-hyun still seemed to be observing me for a bit longer but soon shifted her focus back to watching the surroundings.

They didn’t ask about what happened again.

Was it because they had grown used to the strange things that happened in this abnormal world?

Or maybe because I had saved them?

Or perhaps they believed that digging deeper wouldn’t do anyone any good?

Whatever the case, it seemed they had decided to quietly move on from this incident.

I let out a sigh of relief.

It felt like my secret had been partly exposed to my teammates—but I had no regrets.

Even if it happened again, I would save them.

“Our next destination seems to be the staff break room over there.”

At the team leader’s words, we tensed up again and moved forward.

A subtle shift had formed within the team, but our mission was far from over.

We stepped once again into the dark corridor of the abandoned hospital.

***

“Phew.”

After securing the second item without any problems, we exited the hospital.

There was a small incident where Han Sora screamed again upon seeing the doctor monster, but other than that, everything went smoothly.

The second item was a small teddy bear that followed any sound it heard.

It felt unnecessary to bring such an item—

But we retrieved it just in case it had some hidden ability.


Outside, the team leader of Team 6 approached us.

“I heard a loud noise earlier—are you all okay?”

Since the hospital was completely abandoned, the sound made while retrieving the bandage must have echoed far.

I glanced at Team Leader Park to gauge his reaction.

“Oh, our teammate just overreacted to a small cut on her finger…”

“Haha, sorry~ it stung a bit…”

Han Sora laughed playfully and held out her finger at Park’s words.

It hadn’t been a deep cut, so the wound had already mostly healed.

“…Well, yes, I suppose that happens.”

The Team 6 leader looked exhausted as he stared at Han Sora, then said they would start pulling out as well and turned back to his vehicle.

Team Leader Park and Han Sora had kept the bandage incident hidden from the Team 6 leader.

“Let’s head out too.”

“Okay.”

We grabbed our bags and headed for the car.





 
  Chapter 15: First Item (1)


The day after returning from outdoor duty, things were a bit more peaceful today.

Following the manual, we managed the anomalies and, as usual, debated the lunch menu with the team—only for Han So-ra to end up getting what she wanted anyway.

Then came some unexpected news.

“Considering how well you’ve handled several recent incidents, the HQ has decided to give you an item selection opportunity as well, Minjun.”

Team Leader Park Chul-woo said this during the post-lunch briefing.

It hadn’t even been a full month, and yet I was already getting the chance to choose an item.

Though the team leader credited my good performance for the opportunity—

“Is it because there’s been an increase in anomaly sightings lately?”

“…Honestly, yes. That’s probably part of it,” Team Leader Park replied with a wry smile.

More than “part of it,” it seemed like the main reason.

“Our Team 15, like others in this tier, can only possess and use one item until we’re promoted to a higher-level exploration team. So you’ll need to choose carefully.”

Only one item allowed.

A bit disappointing, but better than nothing.

Especially since I had the cheat of ‘unlimited item use,’ the efficiency of my choice would multiply depending on what I picked.

“You can go to the research building tomorrow to see and choose your item in person. Before that, let me share what item I use, just for reference.”

Team Leader Park gave another bitter smile and pointed to a piece of exploration equipment on his belt—
It was the same device I’d seen when we went to retrieve an item from the abandoned hospital.

A search item that detects the location of other items.

So that was Team Leader Park’s item.

“I use this item scanner. Back when I was just a team member, not a leader, I figured this would help me focus on retrieval missions where I’d have a lower chance of running into anomalies.”

After his confession, Seo Ji-hyun spoke up.

Though she wore her usual blank expression, there was a trace of self-deprecation in her voice.

She took out a small metal rod from her pocket.

“My item is a ‘multi-tool.’ It can transform into any metal tool—screwdriver, wrench, knife, even a shield. I chose it because I wanted to be helpful in any situation… but in reality, it’s just mediocre junk that’s not especially good at anything.”

“Its performance falls short compared to specialized tools, so in critical moments, it often fails to be helpful.”

She returned the rod to her pocket, regret clear in her eyes.

That dagger from the hospital must have been this item in a different form.

In another context, it would have been quite useful—but against anomalies and special items, it had limitations.

“Uh… are we all just sharing now?”

Finally, Han So-ra gave an awkward laugh as she fiddled with her necklace.

It looked like a regular accessory, but upon closer inspection, there was a small mechanical device attached to the back.

“Mine’s… just a high-performance location beacon. It automatically transmits my location to the team in emergencies.”

“To be honest, I’m a total scaredy-cat. If I ever get chased by an anomaly or end up alone… I picked this hoping someone would come save me.”

Gone was her usual cheerfulness—she looked genuinely vulnerable.

All three shared their items and the reasons behind their choices with bitter smiles, then turned to look at me.

“So, Minjun,” said Team Leader Park,

“Don’t be too afraid. Just pick something you truly need and that will really help you.”

As I listened to their stories, something dawned on me.

The team leader, the seemingly cold Ji-hyun, even the always bubbly So-ra—they all carried their own fears in their own ways.

Their fears were reflected in the items they chose.

And somehow… that made them feel familiar to me.

Pretending to be fine on the outside, but inwardly shaking with fear—just like me.

‘…We’re all the same, huh.’

Realizing that brought an odd sense of peace—and a feeling of belonging.

I wasn’t the only coward.

The only difference was that I had a cheat—something that might help me overcome my fear.

Thinking about the item I’d choose tomorrow, I firmed my resolve with a slightly different mindset.

***

The next afternoon, I headed to the research building next to the main HQ as instructed.

“Whoa…”

The atmosphere in the lobby was noticeably different from the building where the exploration teams stayed.

In the team building, most people wore suits or protective gear.

Here, researchers in white lab coats bustled about, and the air carried faint scents of disinfectant and unknown chemicals.

Just then, a woman with large glasses approached me.

“Mr. Kim Minjun, this way.”

“Oh, sure.”

The researcher quietly guided me through a maze of corridors and several security doors.

It made sense—the place storing items had to have tight security.

“This is it.”

I arrived in front of a massive steel door, far thicker and sturdier than any typical storage door.

Next to it, a plaque read: [Item Storage and Management Area].

As I stood there taking a deep breath—

“…Minjun oppa?”

A familiar voice made me turn.

It was Rahee.

Though we hadn’t seen each other in weeks, she looked noticeably exhausted.

Dark circles hung under her eyes, her shoulders drooped, and she held what looked like a crumpled report.

“Wow, fancy seeing you here. But… are you okay? You look really tired.”

I asked with concern, and she gave me a faint, forced smile.

“Ah… it’s just… there’s been a lot going on lately. Turns out there’s more to do than I thought.”

She averted her gaze slightly, as if hiding something.

Even on a so-called low-risk team, work at this company was never easy.

I knew that from experience.

“Don’t overdo it.”

At my words of comfort, Rahee smiled a bit more genuinely.

“Thanks, oppa. You choose your item well too.”

She gave my shoulder a light pat, then walked off down the hallway with tired steps.

She was probably on her way out after selecting her own item.

Watching her weary figure fade into the distance, I felt a heaviness settle over my chest.

“Let’s go in.”

The researcher hurried me.

Putting aside my worries about Rahee for a moment, I turned my gaze back to the steel door in front of me.

There was an item here that could increase my chances of survival.

Once the researcher completed a complex authentication process and opened the door, a massive space appeared—reminiscent of Costco or IKEA.

Underneath the high ceiling, endless shelves stretched out, packed tightly with unknown mechanical devices, glass jars filled with liquids, and mysterious objects that looked like ancient relics.

“Wow…”

An exclamation escaped my lips before I knew it.

The researcher gave a small chuckle, as if used to such reactions, and handed me a tablet PC.

“This is the item list managed by our ‘Frozen Land’ division.”

The tablet screen displayed categories like [Escape], [Defense], [Exploration], [Restraint/Binding], [Utility], and [Weapons], along with a list of items.

“The items on the shelves in this section are currently available. The area deeper inside is reserved for higher-level teams, so please refrain from entering.”

The inner area he pointed to was blocked off by what looked like a red laser line.

That probably meant stronger and rarer items were kept beyond it.

“Oh, and for your information… if any of the text on the tablet screen appears blurry or distorted, don’t try to read it.

Your head might explode.”

“Haha… what a joke…”

“…It will explode.”

“Seriously?”

I laughed at first, thinking he was joking, but his expression was dead serious.

Was he saying my head would actually explode?

I made up my mind that I would absolutely pretend not to see anything I couldn’t read.

Swallowing nervously, I began walking through the warehouse.

I recalled the advice from my teammates: Don’t choose something mediocre just because you’re scared.

Be cautious.

Pick something that you really need, or something you can use very well.

Something you can make the most of, using your stats, cheat mode, and skills.

Then, suddenly, a semi-transparent window popped up in front of me for the first time in a while:

[Obtain an item.]

“…Huh.”

I was genuinely glad to see a quest pop up after so long.

Items were lined up in a row, and next to them were QR codes.

Scanning them with the provided tablet brought up item information immediately.

[Item Name: Rechargeable Ballpoint Pen]

Category: Weapon / Plastic

Description: A pen that charges electricity when shaken.

Pressing a button releases the stored electricity from the tip.

Info 1: If overcharged by excessive shaking and not discharged quickly, it will emit electricity into the surroundings.

Info 2: Some anomalies may detect the electricity generated by the pen and track down the owner.

Info 3: Frequent use may cause hand tremors or seizures.

“…I can read it just fine.”


I had planned to follow the researcher’s advice and avoid reading if it got weird—but the information came through clearly.

And the info wasn’t just fluff—it was actually important.

Not just this item, but others too.

Each item had anywhere from one to five pieces of listed information, and I had no trouble reading any of them.

“So… was he joking after all?”

Tilting my head in confusion, I began to thoroughly examine the section labeled “Weapons.”



 
  Chapter 16: Challenge, Failure (1)


“A weapon. A weapon that could make use of my cheat.”

Ever since my teammates talked about their items yesterday, my mind had been occupied with thoughts of weapon items.

To be honest, my cheat mode and skills were all focused on offense.

Tremendous strength and speed, the Weakness Detection skill and Assassination skill I acquired through quests.

Even the experiences I had gone through.

In order to make full use of those violent experiences where I destroyed anomalies out of fear…

Even if I was afraid to fight them, a weapon item suited me.

I temporarily put other categories aside and headed to the [Weapons] section.

Daggers, handguns, stun guns, etc.—they all looked relatively ordinary.

Of course, since they were in this place, there was no way these were just ordinary weapons.

I calmly started narrowing down the candidates.

First, I eliminated firearms that didn’t make use of my stats.

Things like handguns or stun guns couldn’t take advantage of my strength.

I also excluded any weapons with critical drawbacks after reading the information.

Perhaps because these were allowed for lower-ranked teams, they were all hiding some sort of trap in the details.

And finally, something caught my eye.

A sword that looked ordinary was placed on a stand along with its scabbard.

It wasn’t particularly flashy or intimidating, but it looked solid and dependable.

I checked the information on the tablet.

[Item Name: Return Sword]

Category: Weapon / Special Alloy Longsword

Description: A very sturdy steel sword forged using a special method.

Once per week, by tapping the side of the scabbard twice, the sword can be regenerated inside the scabbard.

Info 1: If the scabbard is damaged, the sword cannot be regenerated.

Info 2: The durability of the scabbard varies depending on the user.

More experiments needed for standardization.
 
– Search Team 2 Leader: The scabbard was sturdier than the sword.

– Research Team Intern: About as strong as a wooden plank.

Info 3: If the owner suffers damage exceeding a certain threshold, the Return Sword will be destroyed instead and share the damage.

“Regeneration…!”

This was it.

Whether it broke or got lost, it would always come back.

A weapon with no drawbacks, infinite durability, and no risk of loss.

It even shared the damage with me.

The once-a-week limitation didn’t matter because I had my cheat.

The only concern was that I had never swung a sword in my life.

“…Couldn’t I just use it like a blunt weapon?”

I felt like I could make it work somehow.

The scabbard’s sturdiness varied by user, so I had to check that.

There was no explanation on how the sturdiness was determined.

“I’ll take this one.”

Without hesitation, I returned to the researcher and pointed to the Return Sword.

He looked slightly surprised by my choice, but quickly processed the issuance as if used to it.

“…It’s not common to pick a weapon item as your first item.”

“Is that so?”

“Yes, you’d have to go back a few years to see that…”

After finishing the process, the researcher walked into the storage room and carefully brought out the sword.

I took the Return Sword, now sheathed, and strapped it to my waist.

The scabbard kindly had a hook, making it easy to attach to a belt or pants.

Shing.

As I slowly drew the sword, the soft steel gleamed under the storage room lights.

A real weapon.

I felt a cool sensation through my fingertips—a bit of fear, but also, strangely, a sense of reassurance.

[Quest Completed.]

[Reward Granted.]

[Please Check Your Status Window.]

[Name: Kim Min-jun]

[Stats: Strength 6, Intelligence 7, Agility 5]

[Skills: Cheat Mode, Weakness Detection LV.1, Assassination LV.1, Martial Arts LV.1]

There was a new skill I hadn’t seen before in my status window.

Kindly enough, the quest gave me Martial Arts, as if encouraging me to use the item well.

I thought it would’ve been better if it had been Swordsmanship instead, but I had been the one to decide to use the sword like a blunt weapon, so I had no right to complain.

I wanted to show the item to my teammates as soon as possible, so I quickly returned to the exploration team building.

“…Huh?”

But the moment I stepped into the building, I sensed something was off in the lobby.

There were fewer people than usual, and most of them seemed to be hurriedly moving somewhere.

As I stood there blankly, a voice came through the speaker.

“Emergency! Management Area Basement Level 3, Containment Room 7, ‘The Questioning Tablet’—rapid condition change! Currently no contact with Exploration Team 12 on site! Team 15, immediate dispatch required!”

“Team 15?”

As the urgent announcement from headquarters played, I ran down the corridor toward the containment area, with emergency sirens blaring.

‘The Questioning Tablet’ was an anomaly our team had managed several times before.

It was a very stable anomaly with a low danger level, one that simply asked a short quiz three times a day—and would calm down if you got the answers right.

And now, its condition had suddenly changed.

Clearly, something serious was happening.

And Team 12, if it was them—

“Team 12! Team 12!”

When I reached the containment room, Team Leader Park Chul-woo had already arrived and was banging on the door, shouting.

But there was no reply from inside.

Instead of voices, black smoke-like mist seeped out from the slightly open steel door.

“…It’s too dark to see anything.”

Seo Ji-hyun shouted while shining a portable flashlight through the door crack.

No matter how much light was shone, the inside remained invisible.

“What on earth is happening…”

Han So-ra muttered in a worried tone. And just then—

“One person… One more person is needed…!”

From beyond the darkness, a faint but clear voice—Ra-hee’s—was heard.

She was inside.

“Are you in there?!”

Team Leader Park urgently called out, but there was no further response.

He tried to throw the door open, but hesitated, afraid the dark mist would flood out.

He frowned deeply.

“How are we supposed to enter and assist in a situation like this…?!”

At headquarters, the broadcast was repeatedly calling for support for Team 12.

I quietly raised my hand.

“I’ll go.”

“Minjun, did you get the item?”

“Yes.”

“…It’s dangerous.”

The team leader glanced at the sword on my hip, and Seo Ji-hyun tried to stop me.

If one of our team had to enter that darkness, I was the one with the best chance of survival, judging by my items and stats.

And, unusually, I also felt confident this time.

I had acquired a new item, and the slate asking questions wasn’t the type of anomaly that scared me.

I raised my return sword and said,

“It’s fine.”

“…Team leader, what about support from the upper-level exploration team?”

“They’re on assignment, so we can’t expect anything right now…”

Hearing the team leader’s response, Seo Ji-hyun looked down at the floor, then looked back at me.

“…Be careful.”

“Okay.”

Beyond the door, pitch-black darkness surged like a tide.

I took a deep breath, drew the sword at my waist, and stepped into the darkness.

An oppressive pressure weighed down on my entire body, and my vision was completely cut off.

In the pitch-black void where I couldn’t see even an inch ahead, I instinctively moved forward with my sword raised.

At that moment, as if it were a lie, the darkness suddenly cleared.

“…What is this…”

What lay before my eyes was not a containment room.

It was a strange space, decorated like a game show set.

The walls around me were smooth, and in the center stood a podium with two buttons.

One red, one blue.

Above the podium, a large LED display was flashing.

[Challenge: Hold up a 100kg barbell for 5 seconds]

[Red button: Challenge / Blue button: Give up]

[Fail counter increases by 1 after 2 give-ups]

[Success: 0/10 Fail: 0/10] [Give-ups: 0/2]

[Reward after 10 successes / Punishment after 10 failures]

[Start Participants: 5/5]

“…Challenge?”

I was speechless with confusion.

What on earth is going on?

“Minjun oppa!”

At the familiar voice, I turned my head and saw Rahee and a young male teammate I didn’t recognize slumped in the corner, looking dazed.

Both looked utterly exhausted and terrified.

Two middle-aged people were collapsed nearby.

“Rahee! Are you okay? What happened?”

As I approached, the male teammate beside her clung to me and spoke desperately.

“I-I’m sorry… It was supposed to be an easy one where you just solve three quizzes a day… But suddenly the questions got way harder, and when I got all three wrong, the room turned into this…”

He couldn’t speak properly and was choking up.

Rahee supplemented his explanation with a trembling voice.

“The anomaly suddenly glowed… and then the room changed into this space. Then that display appeared and told us to press a button…”

“…What about those two who collapsed?”

“They tried to use an item on the wall to escape… but the attack bounced back at them…”

Looking closely, I saw a pen on the ground near them.

Was it the pen I’d seen before?

I turned my gaze to the display.

The slate had transformed into that large LED screen.

It felt like a completely different anomaly.

The whole space did too.

Like a quiz show, only the area with the buttons and where we were standing was brightly lit.

The rest was surrounded by walls.

‘Would breaking that display solve everything?’

Maybe because I had a sword in hand, that was the first thought I had.

But that would probably be the last resort.

Considering the others had their attack reflected, who knows what might happen if I struck it.

The display showed [Participants: 5/5].

Rahee had said they needed one more person—this must be why.

[All participants are present! You may now begin the challenge!]

A loud voice rang from the display.

It was unnervingly cheerful, almost flippant.

[Challenge: Hold up a 100kg barbell for 5 seconds]

[Red button: Challenge / Blue button: Give up]

“100 kilograms… isn’t that incredibly heavy?”

“Ah, well…”

Honestly, it seemed like a pretty high weight.

I couldn’t say for sure if I could lift it, since I didn’t know the exact numerical value of my strength.

Still, it seemed doable.


[Challenge accepted!]

As I pressed the red button, the display lit up, and a large barbell suddenly dropped from thin air.

Thud!

Clatter!

“Ugh!”

Someone let out a small shriek at the sound of the 100kg barbell hitting the ground.

“M-maybe we should’ve just given up…”

The male explorer muttered in fear.

Even I was a little surprised at the size of the barbell.

But I trusted in my cheat.

The strength that had bisected and pierced anomalies—I trusted in that.

I sheathed my sword, cautiously approached, and grabbed the barbell.

“Hrgh…?”

Before I could even apply full force, the barbell lifted with ease.

I stared blankly at it for ten seconds, then lowered it back to the ground.

Thud!

[…Challenge succeeded.]

[Success: 1/10 Fail: 0/10]

[Reward after 10 successes / Punishment after 10 failures]

The display voice now sounded slightly deflated as it logged the first success.



 
  Chapter 17: Challenge, Failure (2)


After easily succeeding in the first challenge, the next task appeared on the electronic display.

[Read the following sentence accurately without any mistakes within 5 seconds.]

[The manager of the soy sauce factory is Manager Kang, and the manager of the soybean paste factory is Manager Jang.]

It was a sentence like the pronunciation tests news anchors often practiced when we were kids.

Honestly, I wasn’t confident.

Lifting heavy barbells one after another like earlier would have been much better.

Even for the man who was trembling uncontrollably, it looked like too much.

He was bound to stumble over the pronunciation.

“…I’ll do this one.”

Then Rahee stepped forward.

She took a couple of deep breaths, inhaled sharply, and pressed the red button to take on the challenge.

“The manager of the soy sauce factory is Manager Kang, and the manager of the soybean paste factory is Manager Jang.”

She read the sentence perfectly with clear and precise pronunciation.

She paced herself well within the 5-second time limit, even pausing once to control her breathing.

It was quite skillful.

Even back at the underground hotel, Rahee was often scared, but when it counted, she showed courage.

[Success: 2/10 | Failures: 0/10]

[Reward after 10 successes / Penalty after 10 failures]

“Nice…!”

This time, I found myself clenching my fist without realizing it.

The next challenge involved identifying someone specifically.

[Mr. Choi, can you confess to your colleagues the most shameful secret you’ve been hiding?]

“Mr. Choi…?”

I looked around.

My name is Kim Min-jun, so it’s definitely not me.

And Rahee’s last name is Lee.

“…!”

The male teammate who met both mine and Rahee’s gaze turned pale.

He hesitated for a long time and mumbled before finally pressing the challenge button.

He confessed a secret he had never told anyone: he had wet his pants after seeing a bizarre creature recently.

The atmosphere became awkward, but it was still a success.

[Success: 3/10 | Failures: 0/10]

Up to this point, things had gone smoothly, somehow.

But the fourth challenge made our expressions harden.

[During the issuance of ‘Code Black’ as per Article 13, Clause 4 of the Emergency Action Protocol for the Permafrost Exploration Team, what is the top priority item to secure?]

“…?”

As soon as I read the question, I tilted my head in confusion.

The difficulty had definitely ramped up.

I didn’t even know Article 1, Clause 1, let alone Article 13, Clause 4.

I had never even heard of an Emergency Action Protocol.

Rahee, the male teammate, and I just stared at each other blankly.

“If it were the team leader, they would have known…”

As the male employee said this, we all looked with troubled expressions toward the unconscious Team Leader of Team 12.

He was still lying on the cold floor with his eyes closed as if in deep sleep.

This was not a challenge we could attempt.

“…I don’t know.”

In the end, we pressed the blue “Give Up” button.

The display briefly blinked with the message [One Forfeit], and the fifth challenge immediately appeared—far more malicious and grotesque than anything before.

[Can you sever the first joint of your left index finger and place it on the altar within one minute?]

Alongside the challenge, a small stone altar rose from the ground next to the podium.

In a twisted sense of courtesy, a small dagger had been placed beside it.

“What… what is this?!”

“This is insane…!”

Rahee shouted in horror.

This was no longer a quiz or a test.

It was unmistakably malevolent.

It was obviously impossible.

Without hesitation, we pressed the “Give Up” button again.

The message on the display changed:

[Two forfeits. Recorded as one failure.]

[Successes: 3/10 | Failures: 1/10]

Two forfeits had added up to one failure.

Seeing this cursed display dish out such tasks, I made up my mind.

‘If this is the kind of task it’s going to keep giving us, hitting ten failures is just a matter of time.’

I clenched my fists tightly.

To end this twisted quiz show, perhaps we didn’t need to solve the problems—we needed to do something about the display itself.

I had no intention of participating in a challenge that required sacrificing a finger.

Maybe we needed to cut its power… or destroy it…

While I was considering how to deal with it if more of these bizarre tasks kept coming, a new problem appeared on the screen.

[Summon the ‘Herald of the Night’ and defeat it within one minute.]

An image appeared on the display—of a massive, jet-black, crow-like creature with ominously glowing eyes.

It was certainly a step up from the severed finger challenge, but it clearly wasn’t just a regular crow.

The name itself, Herald of the Night, said it all.

It was obviously some kind of monster.

“Th-that thing!”

“A crow…!”

Rahee and the male teammate recoiled in fear at the same time.

Their reaction wasn’t just from seeing the image—it seemed to stem from something deeper.

“You two know that creature?”

I asked, and Rahee nodded frantically.

“Yes! We—we encountered it a week ago! It’s way faster than it looks, and its beak is hard as steel… Back then, our team leader suffered a serious shoulder injury because of it…”

Her voice trembled slightly, as if reliving the fear.

The male teammate also nodded with a pale face.

It was an enemy they had struggled against.

“…Is it significantly stronger than other monsters?”

“Yes, it is. It can fly, and it’s so fast… But if we’re comparing it to other monsters…”

He hesitated, seeming to weigh the threat level.

I got the general idea.

It was clearly a troublesome creature, but perhaps not the strongest.

‘An opponent that gave Team 12 trouble… But if it’s me now, and I have this sword—’

I tightened my grip on the hilt of the Sword of Return strapped to my waist.

For the safety of my teammates and to finally end this tiresome quiz show, there was no room for hesitation.

Right now, I had no choice but to take the challenge.

If it doesn’t work out, then I’ll break the scoreboard.

It was a more reasonable gamble to deal with the monster than to offer my finger.

“…I’ll try it.”

“Minjun oppa, it’s dangerous!”

“What? It’s okay, I have an item, so both of you stay back.”

Rahee tried to stop me, but I resolutely walked toward the red “Challenge” button.

Just to be safe, I made the two of them step back before pressing the red button.

As soon as I pressed the button, the air in the middle of the room turned black, and from it, a huge crow-like monster began to emerge.

Flap, flap!

The huge crow twisted its body, slowly revealing its face from the small dark space.

It had a sharp beak and blood-red eyes.

Every time it flapped its wings, jet-black feathers scattered on the floor like dust.

“Ugh…”

Was the crow always this terrifying?

It might just feel that way because it was so much bigger than I imagined.

Before long, the crow fully emerged and landed heavily on the floor.

The landing was light, as expected with wings.

I slowly stood before it.

Caw!

With an ominous cry, the creature spread its wings and was about to fly at me.

I tightly gripped the hilt of my sword and lowered my stance.

Perhaps because I had seen it somewhere before, I assumed a somewhat convincing posture.

Swoosh!

I drew my sword from my waist and swung it toward the front.

As if responding to my will and strength, the sword cleaved the air like a flash of light.

It wasn’t a special technique, just a slash relying solely on overwhelming strength and agility stats, and it rushed toward the creature’s body.

Screech!

Thud.

Thud.

The crow monster didn’t even have time to scream.

Its massive body was precisely split in two, falling helplessly to the ground.

Instead of blood, black feathers and dust scattered into the air like mist.

[Success 4/10 Failures: 1/10]

The numbers on the scoreboard changed.

A brief silence fell over the room.

Rahee and the male teammate, with their mouths open, couldn’t believe what had just happened.

They alternated between looking at me and the crow demon’s remains on the floor.

Their eyes were filled with shock and confusion.

I tried to act nonchalant, shaking off the black dust from my sword and sheathing it.

My heart was still a little shaken, but I pretended like it was nothing.

I spoke in an exaggerated tone, as if amazed.

“As expected, good items make all the difference… This sword made my body move on its own.”

After I said that, the two of them exchanged glances and then spoke, as if excited.

“Ah… I see now…! I thought you had become a warrior from a movie!”

Exactly.

It felt like watching a martial arts novel!

It must be the effect of the item…

The way they were speaking reminded me of a character from a martial arts novel.

As for my swordsmanship just now…

It was more like a magic show.

There were no techniques involved, just relying on strength and agility.

As the two of them continued praising my item, the next challenge appeared on the scoreboard.

[Offer the sword as a sacrifice. Place the sword on the altar.]

At the same time, a small stone altar, just like the one we had seen earlier, rose from the floor beside the platform.

“Huh?”

This was a completely different challenge than I expected.

It seemed like the scoreboard had overheard our conversation and was bothered by my item.

“No, this sword…”

I intentionally acted disappointed.

Rahee and the male teammate’s faces reflected the regret of “How could we lose such a good weapon!”

Rahee seemed to even feel a bit guilty and tried to persuade me.

“…Let’s give up on this challenge. Thanks to that item, we succeeded in one challenge already…”

“When you can succeed, you should increase the number of successes.”

I sighed, as if there was no other choice, and walked toward the altar.

I drew the Return Sword from my waist, caressed the blade as if it were the last time, and carefully placed it on the altar.

Then, as soon as I pressed the button, the sword slowly disappeared into the altar with a faint light.

[Challenge Successful!]

[Success 5/10 Failures: 1/10]

For the first time, the scoreboard sounded excited.

Then, as if it had been waiting for this moment, the next challenge appeared.

[Summon the ‘Herald of the Night’ and defeat it within 1 minute.]

It was the same challenge as before.


Now, I had no sword in hand.

Rahee and the male teammate’s faces showed despair once again.

‘Huh?’

A faint smile appeared on my lips.



 
  Chapter 18: Challenge, Failure (3)


“[Summon the ‘Messenger of the Night’ and defeat it within 1 minute.]”

“Again?!”

It was the same problem as before, but both Rahee and the male teammate had fallen into despair beyond just being shocked.

Just by looking at their expressions, it seemed like their thoughts were laid bare.

How could they fight that crow without a weapon?

They had won easily before thanks to their weapon.

But I was secretly laughing.

Although it wasn’t intentional, the situation was turning in my favor.

I calmly walked toward the podium and, without hesitation, pressed the red button.

“Oh, oppa?!”

Rahee raised her voice in surprise, but I ignored it and focused on positioning myself.

‘It should be around here…’

Caw!

Once again, the same spot darkened as the head of the crow-like creature popped out.

This time, as soon as it appeared, I made the first move.

Since the appearance location was the same as before, I could attack faster this time.

I lightly tapped the empty scabbard at my waist twice.

Thud.

Thud.

Clink!

Like a scene from a movie, the ‘Return Sword’ reappeared from the empty scabbard, shimmering with a faint light.

The name of the item had truly lived up to its reputation.

Flash!

For some reason, the scoreboard suddenly lit up brightly.

What was this reaction?

I drew the sword that had reappeared and, just like before, swung it with all my strength.

Swoosh!

Slash!

Thud.

Before the second crow-like creature could fully emerge, it had its neck sliced clean off and fell to the floor without even a chance to resist.

The room fell into complete silence.

“Uh, huh? I’m sure I offered the sword as a sacrifice on the altar…?”

“Oh, oppa?”

Rahee and the male teammate couldn’t close their mouths, and I also felt a little embarrassed as I sheathed my sword.

Just moments ago, Rahee had felt guilty for making me offer my sword as a sacrifice.

I couldn’t look her in the eye.

It was a little awkward.

[…Mission…success…]

[Success 6/10 Failures: 1/10]

I scratched my head awkwardly as I looked at the scoreboard, which seemed to lag a bit in displaying the success message.

Normally, the scoreboard would have shown the success immediately, but it flickered for a few seconds without any response, then slowly updated the success count, almost as if it didn’t understand the situation or had some sort of system malfunction.

I hadn’t purposely tricked the creature.

It had only been overhearing our conversation and fell into the trap.

“Oppa, where did that sword come from…?”

“Actually, it’s a special item. It comes back at least once…”

“Ah, I see… That’s amazing. I’m impressed…”

“Phew… That really surprised me!”

The male teammate took a deep breath, trying to calm his startled heart, while Rahee, with a mixed expression of relief and surprise, raised her voice for the first time.

I lightly apologized to Rahee and glanced at the scoreboard.

Blink, blink.

Flash.

The scoreboard flickered irregularly for a while, unable to display the next question.

‘Could the next question be another absurd one?’

Honestly, I thought from the fourth question onward, they might just start asking impossible, clearable questions.

After the request to cut off a finger, they might ask me to gouge out an eye or something next.

But it didn’t happen that way.

Was there some sort of rule behind this?

After a quiet pause, a new question finally appeared on the scoreboard.

[Kim Min-jun, the employee, will now leave alone.]

[Red Button: Challenge / Blue Button: Forfeit]

Then, a small exit, just big enough for one person to pass through, appeared on one side of the wall.

It almost seemed like it was pushing me to leave.

It was, indeed, a command to exit.

“U-umm… We’re not supposed to leave, right?”

The male teammate looked back and forth between the entrance and me.

As soon as he finished speaking, the entrance turned back into a smooth wall.

It seemed like it was an exit only for me.

“…Maybe you should go first… since you’re from a different team…”

“Y-yeah, oppa, you go first. If you leave and succeed three more times, we’ll be fine…”

I looked at the scoreboard.

The letters blinking “just leave” on the screen made me think—

‘…Strangely, I don’t want to leave.’

I shook my head at the two of them and spoke.

“No, we all should leave together.”

They both looked at me in surprise.

“Uh, why? It’s an opportunity to leave…”

“Ah…”

Actually, there were plenty of reasons.

I felt like I could finish the success count and leave without having to exit like that.

I still had the option of breaking the scoreboard as a last resort.

Most of all…

The creature seemed desperate to get rid of me, which made me feel certain about something.

‘Am I really that annoying?’

In essence, the creature had made this offer to me.

‘Wouldn’t you leave already?’, ‘How about we call it a draw?’

Thinking that, I didn’t want to leave.

BEEP!

[…Forfeiting challenge…]

After getting the agreement from the two, I pressed the forfeit button, and a disappointed voice echoed from the scoreboard.

And immediately, the next question appeared.

[Kim Min-jun, the employee, will now stab himself with his sword and commit suicide.]

[Red button: Challenge / Blue button: Give up]

“Why are you asking such a question again…!”

“…Wait a moment!”

As the male employee was shocked, Rahee seemed to have thought of something and raised her hand.

“…Didn’t you also say to cut off a finger right after giving up on a question back then?”

“Oh, now that you mention it!”

As Rahee spoke, the male employee reacted by slapping his palm.

Thinking back, that was indeed the case.

Previously, after giving up on a question related to regulations, a nonsensical problem had come up, forcing us to give up again, resulting in a failed count increase.

There was a reason why the scoreboard kept showing such malicious questions.

We could only face such questions if we gave up on problems.

“So if we give up again this time, will we face another question like this…?”

“That shouldn’t happen. If that happens, the failure count will increase…”

[…We choose to give up.]

This time, we obviously gave up, pressed the blue button, and the give-up count was accumulated to 2.

As a result, the give-up count reached 2, and the failure count increased:

[Success 6/10 Failure 2/10]

The next question appeared.

[Can you guess if there’s a spy from another company in this room?]

[Red button: Challenge / Blue button: Give up]

“See? A weird question like this… Huh?”

Rahee, who was speaking as if her guess was correct, was suddenly startled upon seeing the content of the question.

“A spy…?”

Not only me but Rahee and the male team member exchanged glances, both looking bewildered.

Why is the topic of a spy coming up all of a sudden?

What kind of trap is this?

At least, there wasn’t an atrocious question like telling us to commit suicide or self-harm, as Rahee had feared.

Instead…

“What kind of question is this…?”

Do we just have to guess whether there’s a spy or not?

In fact, the problem itself might have been the easiest one yet.

Either yes, or no.

With no information, it would be a 50% chance even if we just guessed.

But, what if there really is a spy?

The intention to sow distrust between us was obvious.

Even though the question was somewhat malicious, there was no better question to raise the success count.

“…There’s no way any of us are spies, right?”

Rahee said nervously, but we couldn’t answer right away.

In fact, for a big corporation like Dongto, it wouldn’t be surprising if a spy had been planted by a competing company to steal information.

Now, looking back, there were some suspicious circumstances.

An unusual situation had occurred when the top exploration teams were absent on other missions.

We had failed every single easy problem set by Seokpan, which had caused the scoreboard to turn into a chaotic mess.

The experienced team leader and other team members, not rookies, had collapsed without being able to do anything.

And amidst all this, the scoreboard suddenly brought up the mention of a “spy.”

The seemingly insignificant situations were starting to fit together, giving me an ominous feeling.

Could this have been a spy’s planned action from the beginning?

“This… Should we just give up? They’re trying to make us fight amongst ourselves.”

The male employee said anxiously, but Rahee and I shook our heads.

“We have to challenge it.”

Because there was one piece of information I had just figured out because of Rahee.

‘If we give up, we’ll face an absurd question next.’

In effect, whether we failed by challenging or gave up and faced a malicious question, the situation would be the same.

“Challenging is the right choice. But…”

“OO!”

“…Team Leader?!”

One of the two men who had been lying on the floor, the middle-aged male team leader of Team 12, groaned and slowly opened his eyes.

He seemed disoriented at first, looking around in confusion, but quickly checked the scoreboard and his face hardened.

“No…!”

He somehow managed to get up, despite his unsteady body, and although his steps were shaky, his gaze was strangely sharp.

Before we could stop him, he rushed to the platform and forcefully pressed the red ‘Challenge’ button.

[You have accepted the challenge.]

“Team Leader! What are you…!”

The male team member, flustered, shouted, but the awakened team leader cut him off.

Breathing heavily, he pointed with trembling fingers directly at the male team member.

“A spy…!”

His voice was hoarse and cracked, but the words were shockingly clear.

“That guy! He’s the spy!”

“…What? M-Me? T-Team leader! What are you talking about? Please, come to your senses!”

The male team member, pointed out, turned pale and stammered, stepping backward.

Rahee also looked back and forth between the team leader and the male team member, unable to believe it.

The male team member, whose eyes met mine, stared at my sword and started trembling.

“N-No, it’s not true!”

“…?”


Suddenly, the team leader’s revival and the shocking accusation created a tense atmosphere.

The scoreboard was silent for a moment, then it flickered and announced the result of the challenge.

[Challenge successful.]

[Success 7/10 Failure 2/10]



 
  Chapter 19: Challenge, Failure (4)





As a success message appeared on the display, a cold silence enveloped the space.

Success?

What exactly is considered success?

Is there a spy among us?

“Really… is he a spy?”

“Ah, no…”

When Rahee looked at the employee, the man who was pointed out turned pale, his face turning from white to blue.

He glanced alternately between the display and the team leader, then shifted his gaze to me and Rahee, nervously watching us.

His pupils were trembling.

“Because of you… all of us…”

The leader of Team 12, who had just woken up, trembled with anger and approached the employee, Choi.

He had just regained consciousness, so his steps were awkward, but his energy was unusual.

His gaze was filled with fiery anger.

‘That person… is a spy?’

I was confused.

The person who had first confessed that he wet his pants out of fear of the monster, and the one now being accused of being a “spy,” seemed like two entirely different people.

How could such a coward do something so bold…?

I, too, was scared, so it was hard for me to believe he was a spy.

“Ugh…”

I pondered, tapping the hilt of my sword with my finger.

The male employee, who was still angry, alternated between looking at the approaching leader and at me, who was fiddling with my sword at my waist, before finally collapsing.

Thud, he fell to the ground.

He sat on the floor and started trembling, confessing everything.

“…Yes, it’s true! I… I am the spy! I’m sorry!”

At his sudden confession, Rahee and I held our breath.

The team leader paused for a moment, glaring at him fiercely.

“I… I provided data and item information about the monster in the frozen land to Baekho from another company over the past week, as per their request…”

“Why? Why the hell?”

The team leader shouted, and the employee flinched.

It seemed he couldn’t even look him in the eye; the employee lowered his gaze to the floor and cautiously began to speak.

“I was promised that if I completed my last mission, I would be moved to Baekho’s marketing team, a place where I’d never meet a monster, with a guaranteed salary… I… I just didn’t want to stay in the exploration team anymore…”

The male employee continued, choking on his words.

I understood now.

It made sense why such a coward would be tempted.

“And… my last mission was to get all the answers wrong for the ‘Questioning Stone Slab.’ I thought it would trigger some special reaction…”

He sighed, still looking at the floor.

“I was just following orders… But then the slab went haywire, the room changed, and the team leader and the senior fell unconscious… I had no idea! The people who hired me… they were trying to set me up! I don’t know how, but they purposely caused the slab to go out of control to kill me!”

His desperate voice echoed through the empty space.

It was the moment all the questions were answered.

Why, of all days, and why, of all things, did that monster go out of control today?

And why did the display ask if there was a spy among us?

Everything was connected to a scheme and betrayal from another company.

In my eyes, the male employee was merely a pawn who was used and discarded.

Of course, that didn’t mean what he did was excusable.

It was just that I could somewhat empathize with his feelings.

Rahee frowned in discomfort, and I, with a complicated heart, sat down and looked at the crying Choi.

The leader of Team 12, with his fist clenched, looked down at Choi.

There was a deep sense of disbelief in his eyes.

To think that the cause of all this was the betrayal of a trusted subordinate.

He seemed to have already known, but hearing it directly seemed to affect him in a different way.

The team leader, trembling with anger, moved toward Choi’s neck as if to strangle him, but instead, he harshly slapped his face.

Smack!

The sharp sound of the slap reverberated through the empty space.

The male employee collapsed to the ground, unable to even scream, and sobbed.

“I’m sorry…”

“Ti… Team leader…”

Rahee quietly gasped.

But surprisingly, the team leader didn’t press further.

Instead, he turned to face me.

Standing in front of me, his voice still filled with anger but somehow desperate, he spoke.

“I’m sorry… That bastard did something unforgivable, but… he was still part of my team. Please… forgive him…”

“…What…?”

“…I’m sorry for getting you involved in this… But if we join forces now, we can escape…”

Then the team leader stopped speaking and stared at the display.

[Success 7/10 Failure: 2/10]

“Uh… what? Why is the success… so high…”

The team leader looked at the count, clearly surprised.

I guess he hadn’t seen the count after fainting.

We were still trapped in the monster’s realm, so it was a dangerous situation, but it wasn’t as hopeless as it seemed.

We only had to answer three more questions.

And then—

‘…He’s asking me to forgive him?’

It was a bit absurd.

I didn’t particularly feel any ill will toward the male employee.

After all, forgiveness wasn’t something for me to deal with.

That was for the company or the team leader.

Could it be that he misunderstood because I was tapping my sword with my finger?

Honestly, I didn’t care if he was a spy.

Sorry, but I had no loyalty to the frozen land.

If the company’s information had gone to the competitors, I wouldn’t be particularly moved.

In fact, I thought the information about the monster should be spread more widely so people could prepare.

“Choi’s role in causing the monster to go berserk was despicable, but he, too, seemed like a victim who was used and discarded by another company.”

‘Forget about the spy… I just want to get out of here.’


I muttered to myself, turning my gaze away from Choi, who was sobbing on the floor, and the team leader, who was staring at the display in shock.

I gripped the hilt of my return sword again and silently glared at the display.

A silent pressure, urging for the next problem to come quickly.

I never thought I’d feel so reassured after getting a weapon.

At least, with the monster that looked harmless on the outside, I could stand confidently like this.

Whether it was because it read my attitude, or because the spy fiasco ended more calmly than expected, the scoreboard began to present problems that were completely different from before.

It seemed like it had given up on trying to divide or test us.

[…Can you promise that you will not destroy me using this incident as an excuse?]

[Red Button: Promise / Blue Button: Refuse]

“…?”

What’s this now?

Rahee, me, and even Choi, who had been sobbing and was now starting to regain her composure, all briefly looked at each other.

There was no real reason to refuse this.

Without hesitation, we pressed the ‘Promise’ button.

[Success 8/10 Failure: 2/10]

Immediately, the next problem appeared.

[Can you promise to guarantee power supply at least once a week for stable functioning?]

[Red Button: Promise / Blue Button: Refuse]

Once again, we pressed ‘Promise’.

Power supply?

That was something the company would take care of.

[Success 9/10 Failure: 2/10]

‘Now it’s completely securing its own welfare through the problems?’

I stared at the scoreboard, bewildered.

Where had that cruel and bizarre problem gone?

Now it was demanding better treatment for itself.

It seemed like it had judged that it couldn’t do anything to us by force.

The final request appeared on the scoreboard.

[Can you promise that employee Kim Minjun will not return to this room after this?]

[Red Button: Promise / Blue Button: Refuse]

‘…Huh?’

“…You really are hated, huh?”

Rahee lightly tapped my shoulder, as if to comfort me, with a slightly relaxed expression from the series of easy questions.

A small smile appeared on her lips.

I guess it’s possible to be disliked by a monster.

We pressed the ‘Promise’ button, and the success count quickly reached 10.

“No way…”

“…I survived…!”

The team leader’s mouth was wide open in disbelief, and even the male employee who had been sitting on the floor crying had a faint smile on his lips.

[Success 10/10 Failure: 2/10]

[All challenges completed! Opening escape route!]

[Reward granted!]

Finally.

Somehow, flower petals burst from the sky, and at the same time, a grand melody briefly played on the scoreboard.

Then, small gift boxes fell for me, Rahee, and the man who had collapsed.

The boxes were small enough to fit in our hands.

The moment the final success message appeared on the scoreboard, an exit appeared on the wall once again.

“Minjun!”

Before we could even leave through the open exit, Team Leader Park and our team members rushed in.

Rahee and the 12th team leader also sighed in relief.

I, too, let out a natural sigh as the tension melted away.

“…Thank you for your hard work, everyone.”

I spoke quietly, and everyone nodded.

The 12th team’s leader, still carrying the collapsed team member, was the first to leave.

The male employee followed him.

Team Leader Park glanced at the passing people and approached me.

“You’ve been through a lot, but let’s report later. For now, you should go rest.”

Team Leader Park spoke, looking alternately at me and Rahee, who seemed somewhat tired.

“Eh… where did the tablet go…”

Han So-ra looked curiously at the tablet that had turned into the scoreboard, while Seojihyun was quietly writing something in the room, with something resembling flower petals scattered.

“Let’s go to the employee lounge with the 12th team member.”

“…Yeah, that’s probably best. Let’s go, oppa.”

The bizarre quiz show had ended.

We dragged our tired bodies and minds toward the employee lounge.



 
  Chapter 20: Interview (1)





“Fuuu…”

After sitting on the break room sofa and having a warm cup of tea, my tense mind finally eased.

All the team members were staring at me and Rahee.

They were obviously curious about what had happened inside, but they were waiting for us to calm down first.

I took a deep breath and slowly began to explain to my team what had happened in the isolation room.

First, the slate had turned into an electronic display, and the isolation room had become a space like a quiz show that challenged us.

Then, the strange challenges, the increasingly cruel types of problems whenever we tried to give up, the battle with the Crow Creature, the sword being taken and then retrieved, and finally, the spy’s betrayal.

The expressions of my team members as they listened to my story were pure shock.

“Are you crazy? They told you to cut off your fingers? They told you to commit suicide?”

Han So-ra shouted in disbelief.

“This is not just mindless rampage, it’s clearly a monster with intelligence. Its behavior pattern is completely different from the initial slate form. Especially the part where it recognized Kim Min-jun’s items and suggested offering them as sacrifices…”

Seo Ji-hyun analyzed sharply, her eyes gleaming through her glasses.

“…My goodness, you really had a hard time. And that sword… you made a great choice.”

Team Leader Park Chul-woo had a worried expression at first, but when he looked at my sword, he gave a slight smile, as if feeling a bit proud.

The team members comforted us.

The conversation naturally shifted to the spy, Choi, and the person who had hired him, ‘Baekho.’

“Baekho… I’ve heard about them often,” Team Leader Park Chul-woo murmured bitterly.

“Baekho, is that the company that’s constantly in a rivalry with Dongto? I heard especially that they’re clashing heavily in the pharmaceutical sector.”

At Han So-ra’s words, Team Leader Park nodded.

“That’s right. In the field of developing new drugs using monster byproducts, our Dongto and Baekho are the biggest competitors. So, there’s been a lot of information warfare and sabotage between us for a long time. This incident… probably relates to that as well.”

“Pharmaceuticals…?”

I asked, surprised.

I had never heard that Dongto was famous in the pharmaceutical sector, let alone that it wasn’t just a company for hunting or managing monsters.

Now that I think about it, since I arrived in this world, I had never been to a hospital or pharmacy.

One thing from Team Leader Park’s words, however, bothered me.

“They make medicine from monster byproducts…?”

“Yes. One of the largest sources of income for our company is the development of special pharmaceuticals using monster byproducts. Baekho is the same. So, both sides are desperate to steal related technologies and information. This spy incident was probably because of that.”

“Are the drugs made from monsters safe?”

“Yes, they undergo thorough testing. Of course, the testing process isn’t without risks…”

Team Leader Park turned his gaze away.

Baekho had sent a spy into Dongto to steal data on monster management, and their final mission was to provoke a rampage from the slate monster.

They probably intended to eliminate their spy through that rampage.

If I hadn’t been there, wouldn’t it have been the perfect crime?

“Oh, right. Team Leader.”

As I was listening, something suddenly came to mind.

“The electronic display monster left this as a ‘reward’ at the end.”

I pulled out a small, seemingly ordinary gift box that had mysteriously appeared in the corner of the room right before we escaped.

A reward from a monster… it felt off.

As expected, the expressions of my team members were a bit strange.

“Hmm, how should I put this? It’s a pretty gift box, but maybe that’s why it feels more suspicious.”

“Opening it is dangerous. It would be best to hand it over to the research team for content inspection and safety analysis.”

“Yes, Ji-hyun is right. There’s no need to risk it. I’ll take care of it and send it to the research team.”

Following Team Leader Park’s words, I handed over the box without hesitation.

Whatever was inside, I had no intention of opening it now.

“Today, you’ve all worked hard, so let’s call it a day and head home. Rahee, you should rest today as well.”

“Yes, thank you.”

At Team Leader Park’s words, we stood up from our seats.

Rahee thanked me repeatedly and then headed to her accommodation with weary steps.

I, too, decided to head back to my accommodation for the day.

Back at my place, I finished my shower and sat in front of my computer.

Without hesitation, I accessed the “Monster Gallery” and typed “Baekho” into the search bar.

After hearing the confessions of the spy and my teammates, I felt the need to learn more about that company.

There were plenty of search results.

It was said to be a conglomerate rivaling Dongto, and it seemed people were quite interested in it.

Among them, I could easily find posts that seemed suspicious or cryptic.

[Title: Baekho’s New Drug Clinical Trial Job Review]

I needed quick money, so I did a clinical trial job for Baekho Pharmaceuticals, but they wouldn’t tell me what the drug was.

I just got the injection and was observed.

But for the past few days, my body’s been weird.

I’m seeing strange things at night… this feels like side effects, but the company just says it’s a normal reaction.

Is there anyone else like me?

Should I report this?

It seems to be getting clearer…

[Title: Dongto vs. Baekho Pharmaceutical Line Fight, Only the Companies in the Middle are Getting Destroyed]

These days, supplying monster byproducts is hell because of Dongto and Baekho fighting over prices. 

Baekho especially is like a mafia.

If you get on their bad side, your company will go under in an instant.

Be careful, everyone.

[Title: Hey, Baekho Employees, Fact-Check Please]

I heard that people in their exploration team are dying off recently, what’s going on?

I asked my friend, but they said they weren’t in the exploration team so they didn’t know.

But still, how can you not know if people from the same company are dying?

I swallowed dryly as I read through the posts.

Baekho.

A powerful competitor to Dongto and a rival in the pharmaceutical industry.

And based on these posts, it seemed like they might be a dangerous group that wouldn’t hesitate to engage in unethical experiments or activities using monsters.

Of course, I knew not to believe everything posted in galleries like these.

However, the fact that so many posts were saying similar things…

“I need to be careful.”

***

The next day, I went to work at Dongto’s headquarters as usual.

I had spent the night tossing and turning, thinking about the company Baekho and the posts I had seen in the Monster Gallery, but it only made me uncomfortable in bed.

When I arrived at our team’s meeting room, Team Leader Park Chul-woo, Seo Ji-hyun, and Han So-ra were already there.


“Ah, Kim Min-jun, you’ve arrived,” Team Leader Park Chul-woo said, standing up when he spotted me.

There was a slight tension in his expression, unlike the usual awkwardness.

“I have something to tell you today. New directives have come down.”

He lowered the screen and turned it on.

On the screen, the company logo of Dongto appeared with the phrase “Exploration Department Expansion and Mission Restructuring Notice.”

“Recently, the frequency of anomaly appearances has been rapidly increasing nationwide.”

It was information we had already heard several times, and Team Leader Park started speaking.

“Accordingly, the headquarters has decided to increase the number of exploration teams. Soon, through new hires, Exploration Teams 16 to 20 will be newly established.”

It was sudden news.

I had heard that outdoor tasks were increasing, but I hadn’t expected the exploration teams to grow.

Team Leader Park didn’t stop and continued his explanation.

“With the increase in exploration teams, there will also be some changes to the missions of the existing teams. Especially for Teams 11 to 15… from now on, in addition to managing low-risk anomalies, we will also be involved in supporting the exploration or handling of anomalies with slightly higher risk levels, which would be classified as level 2-3.”

“What?!”

Han So-ra shouted in surprise. I was just as shocked.

It hadn’t been long since we gained confidence from securing an item, and now we were already talking about an increase in difficulty.

Lately, I had been overflowing with confidence, but hearing this made my shoulders feel like they might slump again.

“For now, it’s not immediate. Until the new teams stabilize, our existing tasks will remain the same. But I still need to inform you in advance…”

Park Team Leader said, calming us down, and continued with the next point.

“Starting today, our Teams 15 and 12 have been assigned new tasks. They are for the recruitment of new team members—’practical interviews’ and…”

“Observation.”

“Observation of the interviews?”

“Yes. The official task title is ‘Safety Management and Support.’ It’s a role to prepare for any unexpected situations that may arise during the interview process.”

An interview, huh.

Now that I thought about it, I had been scouted into the company through a somewhat special route, so I didn’t know what process the exploration teams normally go through to become part of the team.

I had thought there would be an interview, but there was also a practical exam.

What could the practical exam for the exploration team be like?

I doubted it would involve dealing with anomalies in the underground hotel like I had experienced.

Team Leader Park lowered his voice and approached us, continuing. His gaze became serious.

“However, the real mission assigned to Teams 12 and us is separate.”

He briefly looked around and whispered.

“Given the recent unfortunate incident we’ve experienced… the headquarters has assessed a very high likelihood that a spy from a competing company might infiltrate during this recruitment process. Especially from Baekho.”

“Ah.”

So that’s why it was Teams 12 and ours.

It was because of the aftermath of the slate incident yesterday.

Employee Choi’s betrayal seemed to have shocked the entire company.

“Our team’s hidden mission is to carefully observe the interview process and monitor the applicants for any suspicious behavior. We need to keep an eye on their actions, speech, and reactions during the practical exam. If there are any unusual occurrences, we must report them immediately.”

We nodded with slightly tense expressions.

“Heh, well, maybe there won’t be any spies… so there’s no need to be too nervous.”

Saying that, Park Team Leader awkwardly smiled, though it seemed like he didn’t quite believe it himself.
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A few days later, we were once again riding in the company vehicle.

The atmosphere was different from the first outdoor mission, filled with a sense of tension.

Today was the day for the practical interview to select new recruits for Exploration Teams 16 to 20, and we were on our way as ‘observers.’

“Team Leader, are there many applicants for the exploration team interview?”

As I looked out the window at the bleak landscape, I asked, and Team Leader Park Chul-woo, who was driving, sighed before answering.

“Yes, there are. Every time we post the announcement, people flock like clouds. Even if it’s dangerous…”

“Of course! It’s only natural!”

Han So-ra, sitting in the passenger seat, interrupted.

“They pay a lot, and it’s a four-day workweek. If there weren’t many applicants, that would be strange, right? A job like this doesn’t exist in today’s world!”

“…But they have to risk their lives…”

“Well, there are plenty of jobs where they risk their lives and pay less!”

“Of course.”

Her words were true.

In a world where ‘Goei’ (the supernatural) was a widely known secret, the Exploration Teams of Dongto were seen as a job that offered both wealth and work-life balance, despite the danger.

Even if it wasn’t a Goei, there were many jobs where people had to risk their lives, and I nodded in agreement with that.

“Of course, many people quit because of the danger, but sometimes really remarkable people join. Some people seem like they’re born for the exploration team. Whether it’s natural physical ability or special powers… Some new recruits even get into Team 1 as soon as they join.”

Team Leader Park Chul-woo added.

“Special abilities… what kind of abilities?”

I asked cautiously.

I was reminded of the shamans or priests I had seen in Goei galleries.

Though I hadn’t seen them with my own eyes yet, in videos, they had breathed fire from their hands, or strange light halos had formed around them.

Was it possible that people with special powers really existed in this world?

Before either Park or Seo Ji-hyun could answer my question, Han So-ra smiled and looked back at me.

“Well… there are people who can summon lightning with talismans, people who control strange animals, and even strong people like you!”

“…Ah… um…”

“Ahem…”

I stammered, flustered.

Seo Ji-hyun shot a look at Han So-ra as though giving her a warning, and Team Leader Park awkwardly cleared his throat.

At that, Han So-ra seemed to realize something and quickly turned her head, changing the subject as if nothing had happened.

“By the way, Team Leader, how is this interview going to work?”

“Ah, I haven’t heard much about that… They just told us to focus on picking out the spies… Ah, we’ve arrived.”

Creeeak-

The car stopped in a large open space on the outskirts of the city.

It used to be a military training ground.

Under the cloudy sky, dozens of applicants were already waiting, their faces tense.

“Over there, Teams 6 and 12 are present.”

“Oh, that’s right.”

We exchanged brief eye contact with the members of Team 12, where Ra-hee was, and approached the person in charge of the interview, the leader of Team 6, to formally greet them.

“We’ve just arrived. We’re from Team 15.”

“Ah, yes. Nice to meet you.”

Team Leader of Team 6 nodded.

His dark circles under his eyes spoke of his exhaustion.

Could it be because of his busy work in a higher team?

He noticed the Return Sword hanging at my waist and widened his eyes for the first time.

“You chose a weapon as your first equipment. That’s a rare choice these days…”

“Really?”

His voice was languid, but his gaze seemed to pierce through me for a moment.

“I heard you showed a good performance in the Seokpan incident.”

“Ah…”

“So, because of that, I’ll be entrusting you with… the troublesome interviewees this time.”

“Uh? What?”

Before I could even respond, his gaze shifted elsewhere.

At that moment, a familiar translucent window appeared in front of me.

[Protect the interviewee ‘Park Sun-ja’ during this practical interview.]

“A quest?… Who’s Park Sun-ja?”

The translucent window appeared immediately, and I thought it might be a quest, but the contents seemed a little suspicious.

A quest to protect an interviewee with an unusual name.

It seemed strange to include a protection request in a simple interview.

I had a feeling this interview wouldn’t go smoothly.

“From now on, we will form groups. Team Leader Park Chul-woo will be the supervisor for groups 5 through 8.”

“Excuse me? What’s going on all of a sudden…”

“We’ll give you further instructions later. For now, take these.”

“Wait…!”

Team Leader of Team 6 handed out name tags with group numbers to us and slowly walked toward the center of the open space.

As time passed, the open space became filled with interview applicants.

There were likely more than forty of them.

The reality that so many people were willing to risk their lives to join the Exploration Team hit me with a bitter sense of reality.

“Now, we will organize the groups! When your name is called, please move to the supervisor with the corresponding number!”

“…I need to put on the name tag quickly.”

At the sudden instructions from Team Leader of Team 6, we hurriedly attached the name tags to our chests.

I received the name tag for Group 8 and attached it to my chest.

As names were called, applicants started moving busily.

Four applicants approached me, looking at my name tag.

“Nice to meet you~”

“Hmm.”

The four applicants assigned to my group appeared to be relatively relaxed young men and women.

Even though they only greeted me, their personalities were strongly apparent.

Their attire, mannerisms, and calmness clearly set them apart from the other participants.

They seemed to be the troublesome interviewees Team Leader had mentioned.

“Supervisors, please check your applicants’ information on your phones.”

I checked the information of the people in my group on my phone.

“…Park Sun-ja is not here.”

I couldn’t find the name anywhere, despite searching for it.

Once all the groups were organized, the leader of Team 6 raised a loudspeaker and began explaining the content of the practical interview.

“From now on, you will be taking a test in a virtual maze environment built by the research team, similar to real-life conditions! Everyone, please step back a pace from the open area.”

As soon as he finished speaking, the ground of the wide open space we were standing in began to move with a low rumbling sound.

“Oooh…”

“What’s going on…?”

Not only the interviewees but also the members of our team and Team 12 began to murmur among themselves.

What on earth did our research team create?

The ground cracked open, walls rose up, and in an instant, a massive and complex maze structure appeared in front of us.

Although it was clearly a man-made structure, there was an eerie atmosphere mixed in, creating a strange space where something monstrous could appear at any moment.

There were entrances with the numbers of each group written on them.

“The role of this test is simple! You, the applicants, will be ‘fugitives,’ and the supervisor in front of you will play the role of a ‘monster’ and chase you!”

He shouted towards the murmuring applicants.

“Find the exit somewhere in the maze and escape within the time limit, or survive for a certain amount of time while evading the monster’s chase, and you will pass! Of course, during this process, your ability to handle situations, teamwork, and… survival will be evaluated!”

With a sly smile, he pointed to one of the entrances of the maze.

“Now, the fugitives, enter first! You will have 10 minutes! Supervisors, you will enter after 10 minutes.”

The applicants, with tense expressions, began rushing into the maze.

The applicants of my group, Group 8, did not hurry.

They walked in relatively calmly, talking among themselves.

Their steps were full of confidence.

Once the applicants entered, Team 6’s leader spoke to us, the supervisors.

“Supervisors will use the provided equipment to drive the applicants as monsters and evaluate the actions of the assigned applicants.”

With his words, small pieces of equipment appeared beside the entrance to the maze.

Most of the weapons were rough-looking, fitting the role of a monster, but they seemed to be mostly electric shock devices.

I chose an electric shock baton that resembled a sword.

It looked the most familiar to me.

Additionally, I was given a protective suit that looked somewhat like armor, with various things hanging off it.

“Don’t take this too seriously. This is a practical test, after all. The evaluation comes first. Use the shock device to either intimidate or point out clearly wrong decisions made by the applicants.”

Team 6’s leader seemed worried that we might get too absorbed in our roles and overheat.

He added in a relatively quiet voice,

“…If you suspect any applicants are spies, please check them separately and inform me later, and it will be reflected in their interview results. Oh, and by the way…”

Team 6’s leader turned towards me.

“Group 8… you’ll need to be serious about this… they’re not ordinary friends…”

His words, filled with concern, made me feel unexpectedly nervous, even though I wasn’t the one being interviewed.

***

I was lucky.

As soon as I received the spy mission, I began recruiting additional members for the reconnaissance team in the Frozen Lands.

Thanks to the fake identity handled by Baekho, I passed the document interview without any trouble.

And somehow, I ended up in a group with the heir of a prestigious family and a famous exorcist who could hunt down monsters alone.

Of course, if I had to compete with them, it would have been the worst group, but this practical test required cooperation among group members to escape the maze while evading the supervisors.

I looked at the supervisor.

He had an unfamiliar face.

He wasn’t even a team leader.

He seemed like a new member from Team 12 or Team 15, based on the materials provided by Baekho.

Honestly, I wasn’t too worried.

“Ugh… running away doesn’t suit me…”

“…Actually, it doesn’t suit me either.”

At that moment, my group members began to share their opinions.

The exorcist spoke up, and the heir of the family agreed.

“Then, shall we try hunting the monster?”

They weren’t planning to run away at all.

They intended to overpower the supervisor, who was playing the role of the monster, and either hold out comfortably or escape.

And given their skills, it seemed entirely possible.


The heir of the family even had suppression items with him.

There was no rule against using items.

“Then let’s do it.”

Really, I was so lucky.
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Screech—Thud.

As all the team members entered the labyrinth through the exclusive entrance for Team 8, the thick door automatically shut behind them.

The cool and eerie air inside the labyrinth brushed against our skin.

It was quite an elaborate set.

Under the dim lighting, metallic walls twisted into a complex maze, and mysterious symbols were etched all over.

At a glance, it was a convincing test environment.

“What a phenomenal team, even now.”

I took a moment to catch my breath and looked over the “teammates” who had entered with me.

It was a hastily assembled group for this practical test, and certainly not an ordinary combination.

First was Hanbit, the youngest heir of Jinmyeong Group, known for item sales and shamanistic work.

His seemingly ordinary clothes and accessories were probably enchanted items.

No one knew why he personally volunteered for an exploration team in this frozen wasteland, but he was clearly no average person.

Next was Bora.

A woman whose profession was an exorcist.

Already well-known in the field for independently hunting anomalies, anyone in the business would have heard of her.

Why someone capable of handling anomalies solo had applied to an exploration team was a mystery.

Her gaze held not the nervousness of an amateur interviewee, but the calm and composure of a seasoned exorcist.

The charm pouch at her waist proved her identity.

“This person is the biggest mystery.”

Shun, an applicant from Japan.

There wasn’t much known about him, but Baekho (the company) had flagged him as a “person of interest” in this interview and had requested special surveillance.

Clearly, he wasn’t a typical applicant.

Lastly, there was me — Park Sunja, under the alias Park Soyeong.

A spy from Baekho’s exploration team, infiltrating this test with a fake identity and name assigned by the company.

Honestly, I liked this name better.

“A bit overqualified to be just interviewees, huh?”

Including myself, our Team 8 was clearly no ordinary group of rookie applicants.

Even if a real anomaly showed up instead of an actor pretending to be one, we were more than capable of handling it.

What on earth was Dongto thinking when they grouped us together?

Surely, they hadn’t caught on to me being a spy… right?

Still, I couldn’t help but be impressed by Dongto.

To think talent of this caliber was competing to join their exploration team.

“Alright, let’s get ready.”

While I was lost in thought, Bora spoke up.

She quickly scanned the labyrinth and turned to us.

“Survival or escape isn’t our goal, right? Let’s take out the assigned proctor — the ‘anomaly’ — first.”

No one, not even Hanbit or Shun or myself, disagreed with her.

From the start, our objective had been the same.

Disable this makeshift test’s proctor, then leisurely explore the labyrinth Dongto had created, and pass the test.

We moved in perfect sync.

Hanbit took a slender rope-like item from inside his coat and skillfully installed it on the floor near the entrance, where the shadows were deepest.

It didn’t look like an ordinary trap rope — it seemed to be a special item that caused temporary paralysis upon contact.

Bora pulled out a charm from her pouch — red and yellow mixed — and held it in both hands.

As she murmured a quiet incantation, a faint glow seeped from the charm.

According to her, it would induce a dazed state the moment it touched someone.

“…Does that really work?”

“Hehe, it could even calm a tiger that hasn’t eaten in three days. Want me to try it on your forehead?”

“…I’m good.”

Shun asked in clumsy Korean, and Bora laughed.

It was still hard to wrap my head around how writing on plain-looking paper and chanting a spell could create something akin to a magical item.

Then again, anything related to anomalies or powers was hard to understand.

Shun and I naturally hid in the shadows on either side of the trap.

Our roles were clear.

Let the proctor trigger the trap, become disoriented by the charm, and then overpower him completely.

Thanks to Baekho’s drugs, my physical abilities far exceeded that of the average adult male.

I had even grappled with low-level anomalies multiple times.

Shun’s build also looked more than capable of subduing the proctor.

Everything was ready.

We held our breaths and focused on the entrance we had come through.

The 10-minute mark was approaching.

The proctor would enter any second.

Rumble…

Just as expected, the door to the labyrinth opened.

Footsteps echoed from beyond the entrance.

We held our breaths, preparing to face the approaching “anomaly.”

Step… step…

A man wearing the No. 8 badge walked in from the darkness.

He was wearing an elaborately creepy protective suit adorned with fake weapons and cloth — quite the effort for a mere performance.

Step.

The moment he stepped into the trap zone Hanbit had set—Snap!

The rope hidden on the ground shot up and instantly bound his arms and legs.

At the same time, Bora threw her charm from the opposite side.

Like a magnet, it flew straight to his forehead and stuck with a slap.

“…Clean hit.”

I muttered to myself, stepping out from behind the pillar.

Shun appeared silently from the other side as well.

Now we just had to approach the immobilized proctor and finish the “subjugation.”

We walked toward him, completely relaxed.

But in the next moment, something unbelievable happened.

Snap!

Like an old rubber band breaking, the enchanted rope item snapped easily.

The bindings on Kim Minjun’s limbs came undone in less than two seconds.

Simultaneously, the red charm on his forehead caught fire — not glowing gently, but bursting into dark crimson flames!

Fwoosh!

The talisman burst into flames in an instant, turned to a handful of ash, and scattered to the floor.

It didn’t cloud his mind at all—disappearing the moment it touched him.

“How could my talisman…!”

My feet froze on the spot.

What’s going on here?

Hanbit’s binding item was supposed to restrain at least a Grade 2 or 3 monster for a short time.

Bora’s mental disruption talisman should’ve worked too.

But they had absolutely no effect on this rookie supervisor.

The plan failed.

Should I still go on?

While I stood frozen, Shun reacted first.

He lunged at Kim Minjun with inhuman speed, grabbing the sword-shaped weapon at his waist.

His physical abilities far exceeded my expectations.

“Hrrgh!”

Shun grabbed the sword with both hands and pulled hard.

He must have been trying to disarm him first.

But—

“Guh…!”

Despite pulling with all his might, the sword in Kim Minjun’s hand didn’t budge, as if it were stuck in stone.

The supervisor just stared blankly at Shun, doing nothing.

I could see Shun’s eyes widen in shock.

That’s when I realized.

…Something is wrong.

Our trap had completely failed, and his power far surpassed anything we had anticipated.

That was no rookie supervisor.

Why was someone like that in Team 15 in the first place?

Don’t tell me the Frozen Lands are full of monsters like him?

I wasn’t the only one stunned.

The same shock and clear sense of danger flickered across Hanbit and Bora’s faces.

We exchanged glances.

Continuing the fight was pointless—no, dangerous.

Team 8 quickly picked up on the situation.

The moment we realized we had chosen the wrong opponent, we all simultaneously decided to retreat.

Bora threw a talisman to the ground, and it ignited, releasing a cloud of white smoke.

As the smoke obscured our vision, we all turned and ran deeper into the labyrinth.

But the enemy reacted just as fast—no, even faster than we expected.

“Ugh!”

Crackle! Zap!

Thud.

The moment we turned our backs to flee, a cold mechanical sound and a flash of blue light erupted behind us.

Someone let out a short scream and collapsed.

Even through the smoke, I could see a faint blue glow.

I thought that sword was fake… it was a stun weapon!

The supervisor must have used the sword-shaped stun device to pursue us.

I wasn’t sure if it was a real stun baton or some kind of item.

It was probably Shun who got hit—he was the one who tried to take the weapon.

It’s fine, we have enough distance.

The blue light was far away, even within the smoke.

If we just kept running—

Crackle!

“Argh!”

Another blue flash burst out right behind us.

What?

Someone else was hit.

It was too fast.

We had definitely put some distance between us, yet someone got taken down.

How was he finding people so accurately in this smoke?

I stopped in my tracks.

My instincts told me not to make a sound.

Because of that, the only footsteps left echoing were from the others running.

I was quite far behind.

At that distance, I should be safe.

Tap!

Crackle!

“…Ugh!”

Short footsteps, then another victim of the stun weapon.

I held my breath.

In the end, I was the only one left in the smoke, having made no sound.

Time passed, the smoke cleared, and I saw my teammates collapsed on the ground.

And then, I locked eyes with the man holding the sword, who was scanning the surroundings.

The protective suit that once looked like a goofy imitation of a monster now looked terrifying.

“Shit… We’re screwed…”

The man strode toward me and raised his sword.

Crack!

A searing shock paralyzed my entire body.


There wasn’t even time to resist.

Hanbit, Bora, Shun, and I—all four of us collapsed to the ground without even screaming properly, completely unconscious.

We seriously… messed with the wrong guy…

That was the last thought that crossed my fading consciousness.



 
  Chapter 23: Interview (4)





With a crackling sound, the blue current faded from the shock device shaped like a sword.

In front of me, four applicants from Group 8, who had just attempted a surprise attack, were lying unconscious.

And I was reading their information, comparing it to the fallen four.

“Let’s see…”

From a college graduate of a mysterious department called the Department of Anomalies, to a Japanese national who had won multiple sports tournaments, a famous exorcist, and even the child of a conglomerate family—Each and every one of them was far from ordinary. They were so-called “elite” applicants.

Maybe that’s why—they were too brave.

‘…It was a good attempt, but I need to teach them not to recklessly confront an anomaly.’

I looked down at them with a bitter expression.

Their trap and coordination were excellent.

But what if their opponent had been a real anomaly?

One with unpredictable powers?

Launching a preemptive attack without proper caution would have been suicidal.

This shock was meant to serve as a warning.

If they acted like this in a real field situation, they might lose their lives.

Of course, that was just my opinion as a supervisor.

‘…Those ropes and talismans, they seemed like items… They won’t ask me to pay for them, right?’

I started to worry as I recalled the broken ropes strewn across the floor and the talismans that had turned to ash.

They were probably destroyed due to my strength… but surely they won’t deduct it from my paycheck?

I shook my head to clear the unnecessary thoughts.

In any case, the test would continue.

Though their evaluation scores may have dropped from the shock warning, they weren’t disqualified.

The applicants didn’t know this, but according to Team 6’s leader, Being shocked unconscious three times results in automatic disqualification.

I decided to leave them where they were for now, putting some distance between us so I could observe them secretly.

How they recovered from this crisis would also be an important evaluation point.

Aside from this assessment, I also had to find and protect the quest targets named “Spy” and “Park Sun-ja.”

I silently backed away and hid myself in the shadows at a nearby hallway corner.

Before long, the four who had collapsed began to groan and wake up one by one.

“…We got hit.”

“Ugh… my head…”

“What the… what just happened?”

Shun and Bora were the first to come to their senses.

They wore expressions of frustration as they recalled what had just happened.

Hanbit and Park So-young soon followed, sitting up.

“That supervisor… he’s not ordinary. Even in our group, there are only one or two people who move like that…”

Hanbit said in a low voice.

“My talisman just burned away. This is the first time I’ve seen that. Even anomalies usually flinch and resist a little.”

Bora muttered in disbelief.


“It’s a first for me too. Losing in a contest of strength.”

They looked at each other in silence for a moment.

The unexpected appearance of such a powerful supervisor seemed to have hurt their pride—but at the same time, a new fire of determination lit up in their eyes.

“I was going to go a little easy, but I’ve changed my mind. Next time, I’ll use my binding talisman…!”

“I didn’t want to use this item… but next time…!”

“…Anyway, let’s keep moving.”

Shun cut off Bora and Hanbit’s fiery remarks with a short reply.

“Our goal is escape. If we run into that supervisor again… we’ll need to approach more carefully.”

His Korean was slow and awkward, but perhaps because of that, it held a strange kind of weight.

“…Yeah, we need to explore more of this maze first.”

Hanbit agreed.

They began cautiously advancing into the maze again, keeping their guard up.

Their footsteps were more careful now after the failed ambush.

From the shadows, I watched their backs.

As expected, the applicants from Group 8 were no ordinary people.

They quickly regrouped and resumed exploring the maze as if nothing had happened.

Hanbit led the way using items to scout the path, Bora sensed the surrounding energy with her talismans, and Shun and Park So-young followed closely, covering each other’s backs.

Their movements showed a level of skill and teamwork hard to believe from newcomers.

I quietly followed from a reasonable distance.

While retracing the applicants’ profiles, I began matching up suspicious points.

Two people currently stood out as possible spies.

‘Shun… He’s from Japan, but his Korean is better than expected. All his submitted awards and activity records are from Japan, which makes verification difficult…’

I shifted my gaze to Park So-young, who moved too well for a mere college student.

‘Park So-young… she graduated from some department called the Department of Anomalies. I don’t know much about it, but her composure in that first fight wasn’t normal for a regular student…’

Ra-hee popped into my mind.

Ra-hee was bold and capable too, but Park So-young surpassed even her.

The other two—Hanbit and Bora—had clear backgrounds: The child of the Jinmyeong Group and a well-known freelance exorcist.

The chances of them being spies seemed low.

Which meant the likely suspects were either Shun or Park So-young—or maybe both.

As I followed them, growing more suspicious, it happened.

Crackle!

Suddenly, all four of them stopped in unison and, as if on cue, hid behind a dark corner of the maze wall.

Their gazes were fixed not behind them—where I was—but forward, toward the hallway ahead.

‘What is this?’

I didn’t understand.

I was the only “anomaly” in this zone.

I was behind them—so why were they hiding from something ahead?

I quickly checked the mental map—and felt a chill run down my spine.

‘…A red dot?’

Where the hallway ahead should have been empty, a red dot was blinking.

A large, fast-moving one.

This wasn’t part of the test.

Something had gone wrong.

A real anomaly had appeared.

In the now-silent maze, a different sound began to echo.

Thump.

Thump.

Click-clack.

Heavy, rhythmic hoofbeats that shook the ground.

And rough breathing.

I hid even farther back than the four applicants, around the hallway corner, and stared toward the source of the sound.

Finally, it revealed itself from the darkness at the end of the hallway.

Shhhk, shhhk—harsh breathing, as if agitated, spilled from the creature’s nose, filling the corridor.

‘…A bull?’

It was a terrifying and imposing figure, perfectly suited to the labyrinth theme.

A massive monster with the body of a human and the head of a bull.

It looked just like a Minotaur out of Greek mythology.

It stood at least 2 meters tall.

With every breath, white steam billowed from its nostrils, and in its hand, it held a gigantic double-headed axe.

Its mere presence seemed to weigh down the surrounding air.

This was clearly not one of the “monsters” played by a test supervisor.

An uncontrolled, real monster had appeared inside the test labyrinth.

And it was… slowly approaching the wall where Team 8 was hiding.

“Damn…!”

I gripped my sword hilt tightly.

It was a bit disappointing that I didn’t have my Return Sword with me, but I was ready to charge out right now—however, before I could even move, the applicants from Team 8, hiding behind the wall, acted first.

They began setting traps against the real monster, using the exact same method they had tried on me earlier.

“Now!”

At Hanbit’s shout, ropes shot up from the ground and bound the approaching bull monster’s ankles and torso.

“UURRMMOOO!”

Thud!

Boom!

It roared like an enraged bull and struggled, but this time the ropes didn’t break.

Instead, they tightened even more, completely restraining the giant body.

“Now!”

At the same time, Bora threw a red talisman in her hand toward the Minotaur’s forehead.

The talismans stuck precisely to the center of the Minotaur’s brow.

The Minotaur, who had been thrashing wildly to free itself, suddenly started to slow down.

It staggered for a moment, then began staring blankly into space with unfocused eyes, even drooling slightly from its mouth.

It looked like someone who had completely lost their mind.

Snap!

In that state, Shun and Park Soyeong rushed at its legs.

They placed their hands on its ankles and inner thighs—

Thud!

—and brought it crashing to the ground with a joint-locking move.

‘…It worked?’

I widened my eyes and watched the scene unfold.

The ropes and talismans that had no effect on me worked perfectly on this clearly dangerous monster.

‘Were those items always that powerful?’

It occurred to me that my cheat ability might include not only physical enhancements but also resistance to those types of mental attacks.

At that moment, seeing the talismans work, Bora shouted with a confident voice:

“See? This is normal! The bindings work, the mental attacks work! That supervisor earlier was the weird one!”

With a satisfied smile, she looked down at the fallen bull monster and clenched both fists tightly.

“Phew… I thought it was the supervisor showing up again, but turns out it was a monster.”

“Let’s finish this quickly and move. The supervisor might come if they heard the noise.”

“A monster showing up during the test… those Frozen Wasteland bastards are out of their minds.” 

(slightly sarcastic or critical tone)


At her words, Shun, Park Soyeong, and Hanbit all nodded.

While they were relieved that their tactics worked on the monster, they also began to regard me with more wariness than before.

And I just stared blankly into space.

Because—

[Quest Completed.]

The quest was cleared even before I had the chance to protect anyone.
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The bull collapsed, and for a moment, silence followed.

The applicants of Team 8 felt a sense of relief, knowing that their traps and coordinated attack had worked—but they didn’t let their guard down and continued to move through the labyrinth.

Then, a quest completion window appeared before my eyes.

[You have completed the quest.]

[A reward will be given.]

A ticket fluttered down from midair.

On the ticket, the words [Stat Selection Ticket] were written, with empty boxes beside Strength, Agility, and Intelligence—almost as if asking me to check one.

“…I’ll save this for later.”

I put the ticket in my pocket and looked at the four people.

Park Sun-ja…

As I looked at their backs—particularly Park So-young’s—I felt certain.

That she was my former protection target, Park Sun-ja.

She looked much younger than her name suggested, but among the current applicants, Park So-young was the only unidentified female.

But why would she hide her name to enter here?

Two possibilities came to mind.

One: she’s a spy.

Whether for Baekho or another organization, it would make sense for a spy to conceal their name.

The other possibility… maybe she really changed her name?

It was a name that made changing it seem reasonable.

Either way, I kept my suspicions and followed them.

My quest was complete.

But their “practical test” wasn’t over yet.

Before they finished exploring the labyrinth, I needed to appear before them again as a proctor.

From the hallway corner where I’d been hiding, I slowly revealed myself.

Step.

Step.

At the sound of my footsteps, the four of them turned sharply toward me in surprise.

But this time was different from before.

They didn’t charge at me recklessly or adopt an aggressive stance.

Instead, they moved with surprising speed and composure.

With each battle, they were becoming more skilled at positioning and adapting.

Shun and Hanbit immediately widened the distance, securing escape routes through the side corridors.

Their eyes were fixed on my hands and the sword on my waist.

Bora took out another talisman, but didn’t throw it—she just glared at me as if trying to pierce through me, searching for an opening.

Park So-young stood slightly behind the others, keeping her guard up while scanning the terrain.

Rather than recklessly attacking, they had shifted strategy—watching me while securing an escape route.

“…Proctor. What happened to that creature earlier?”

Bora asked, still cautious.

Her voice was calm, but laced with tension, ready to react at any moment.

I admired their change internally, and shrugged slightly as I answered.

“That creature… I honestly don’t know either. It was dangerous, but it seems you handled it well. It’ll likely reflect positively in your evaluation. But the test isn’t over yet. Please continue.”

Normally, as the “creature,” I shouldn’t have spoken to them.

But I couldn’t help it.

A real monster appearing during a practical test—something about that was too strange.

We maintained a tense standoff, watching each other closely.

We couldn’t stay that way forever, so I slowly started walking forward.

At my movement, the members of Team 8 exchanged glances.

They no longer saw me as just a new proctor.

Their response was clearly different from before.

“Now!”

Thud-thud-thud!

At Hanbit’s shout, the four of them moved in unison—retreating.

They were fleeing.

But this time, they made it clear they intended to delay and disrupt me as they did.

Shun quickly bent down and picked up a few solid-looking stones from the ground, hurling them toward me.

Whish—!

It wasn’t a direct attack but more like a distraction to scatter my focus.

They were fast, but easy enough to dodge after seeing them.

At the same time, Hanbit pulled a small orb-shaped item from his pocket and threw it to the ground.

Bang—!

The orb exploded in a blinding flash of light.

I instinctively closed my eyes and shielded my face with my arm.

“Soldiers!”

Not missing the opportunity, Bora shouted.

The talismans she threw twisted and merged mid-air, forming a paper soldier the size of a person.

Despite being made of paper, it moved swiftly, aiming a spear-like talisman at me as it charged.

Amid the chaos, Park So-young calmly scanned the walls and soon spotted a faintly glowing emergency exit panel.

“I found it! This way!”

At her shout, Shun, Hanbit, and Bora all moved to block me and simultaneously ran toward the emergency exit she had found.

It was near-perfect teamwork and situational awareness.

I twisted my body and easily avoided the flying stones.

The blinding flash was only temporary; my vision quickly returned.

The charging paper soldier shattered into fluttering pieces with a single, casual punch.

“My talismans…!”

Bora screamed in shock as she fled.

None of their attacks or hindrances posed any real threat to me.

Calmly handling their attempts, I prepared to chase after them.

As the “creature,” I was supposed to push them harder.

But then, I stopped the pursuit.

“Hmm.”

I replayed their actions in my mind.

Quick judgment, effective use of each person’s abilities to delay and escape, and discovering the exit.

It hadn’t worked on me, but their coordination and response were beyond rookie level.

There wasn’t any major mistake worth criticizing.

…Let’s let them go.

I quietly lowered my sword-shaped stun baton.

As a supervisor, their behavior was satisfactory.

Anyway, my real mission was to identify spies and protect Park Sun-ja.

I watched the backs of the four people who were moving further away.

They had finally escaped the maze through the emergency exit.

What was left in this area were the broken paper soldier remains and just me.

***

“Hmm.”

I also exited through the escape route that Team 8 had used.

Just as I stepped out, Team 6’s leader approached me and glanced at Team 8, who had just left, asking,

“Kim Min-jun, how were the 8th team applicants? Was there any suspicious movement?”

I sensed the hidden intent behind his last question about the spy.

“Yes, Team Leader. The 8th team applicants were all outstanding. Their teamwork was good, and their ability to respond to situations was beyond what you’d expect from applicants.”

“…As expected.”

While I praised their abilities, I hesitated for a moment.

Park So-young, or rather Park Sun-ja.

The possibility of her being a spy was still high.

But should I report this now?

Why did the quest ask me to protect her?

If she were a simple spy like during the trainee days, there would be no reason for the quest to appear.

Maybe she’s one of the key figures in this ‘game’ that I don’t understand.

I thought about it for a moment, then decided to keep my suspicion about her hidden for now.

Instead, I chose to report an unexpected incident.

“By the way, Team Leader, there was something unusual. During the test, a real monster appeared. It was a giant creature resembling a bull.”

At my report, the eyes of the Team 6 leader widened slightly.

“Excuse me? A real monster…? What happened?”

“The 8th team applicants cooperated directly, and amazingly, they subdued it with their own power.”

“Themselves… Well, if it’s Team 8, they would certainly have the ability to fight…”

I didn’t mention the fact that Team 8 had ambushed me earlier.

After hearing my words, the Team 6 leader looked surprised for a moment, then nodded and accepted it.

“As expected, the members of Team 8 all passed the practical test. I think I should check the other teams now. Perhaps a monster has appeared there as well.”

“Yes.”

He quickly walked off to another location.

I sighed in relief as I watched his back.

For now, the immediate danger was averted.

Team Leader 6 was worried, but there was no need to worry about monsters in the other mazes.

There were no red dots on my map.

I returned the protective equipment and the electric shock device shaped like a sword that I had used for the “monster” role.

Once I was back in my neat black suit, I looked like an ordinary supervisor again.

I took a moment to catch my breath and then searched for the 8th team applicants I had been in charge of earlier.

I slowly approached them.

At the sound of my footsteps, all four of them turned their gaze towards me at once.

Their eyes still held a mix of wariness, slight fear, and curiosity.

Bora, who had called me a “strange supervisor” in the maze earlier, had especially sharp eyes.

I stood before them and spoke with as gentle an expression as possible.

“Team 8, you’ve worked hard.”

I gave a light bow.

“I’m Kim Min-jun, from Exploration Team 15, in charge of supervising and evaluating your team during this practical test. It’s the first time I’m properly greeting you.”

At my polite introduction, the four of them seemed slightly flustered for a moment, looking at each other, then reluctantly started introducing themselves.

There was still a trace of wariness in their voices.

“…Hanbit…,” Hanbit said briefly, with a slightly stiff attitude.

It seemed like honorifics were a bit awkward for him.

He was still staring at me, seemingly trying to analyze me.

“I’m Bora, the exorcist. How did you do the talisman earlier?”

Bora looked at me with meaningful eyes, still curious about why the talisman didn’t work.

“Shun.”

Shun, the Japanese member, was the quietest.

He only briefly said his name and then closed his mouth.

However, his eyes were sharper than anyone else, studying me closely.

“…Park So-young. Thank you for your hard work, Supervisor.”

Finally, Park So-young cautiously greeted me.

She couldn’t meet my gaze and slightly lowered her head.

She was also wary of me.

Though we exchanged brief introductions, the awkward and tense atmosphere between us didn’t dissipate easily.

They were still on edge, wary of me.

“The results will be announced soon. I hope everyone has good results.”

As I spoke, I passed by them and muttered softly, just enough for Park So-young to hear.

“Park Sun-ja.”

I focused all my attention on her.


Her eyes widened, and I could hear her swallow.

From that reaction, I was sure.

“I was right.”

She didn’t seem surprised by an unfamiliar name.
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After all the practical interviews were over, we got into the car to return to headquarters, dragging our tired bodies along.

Inside the car, conversations naturally turned to the events of the day.

“Didn’t the applicants today seem pretty underwhelming?”

Han So-ra was the first to speak.

“There was one applicant who was so scared their legs gave out.

That really caught me off guard.”

“It was a surprise interview, and most of the outstanding applicants from the document screening were grouped together in one team. I think Minjun’s team or Team 12 had most of them.”

Seo Ji-hyun said, looking at her tablet.

“Haha… There were a few who showed promise, but overall, it was disappointing.”

Team leader Park Chul-woo concluded bitterly.

But I didn’t agree.

My group was full of seemingly competent applicants.

Too competent—so much so that I started suspecting some were spies.

I leaned against the window, wondering what to do about Park So-young—no, Park Soon-ja.

***

Back at the dorm, I passed out from exhaustion, and when I woke up, it was finally the long-awaited day off.

There was also a welcome notification on my smartphone:

[Deposit] Dongto Co., Ltd. – 10,000,000 KRW

Unlike outdoor missions, this was my salary.

“…My salary.”

It was my first paycheck.

Exactly ten million won, as stated in the contract.

I opened my banking app to check the account balance.

A number so big it was hard to compare to before.

A number that had never once appeared in my account in real life.

At the same time, I was hit with the shock that it had only been one month.

So much had happened, yet it had only been a month.

‘With this money… could I get a small studio apartment in Seoul?’

The reason I wanted to go to Seoul was simple: to avoid the sudden appearance of anomalies.

Aside from during the practical test, I hadn’t had many unexpected encounters with them.

Still, working in the exploration team, I’d heard rumors that anomalies were appearing more frequently.

I wanted to move to Seoul, where such phenomena hadn’t appeared—yet.

Initially, I thought I’d just save the money, but then my mind shifted.

‘…Yeah. Let’s spend a little today.’

Dumping all this money into Seoul rent was one thing, but didn’t I deserve a small reward for surviving this hellish world?

Not a day of chasing after anomalies or checking shady online galleries like “Anomaly Gallery.”

I wanted to go out like a normal person. Go shopping.

Luckily, there was a fairly large shopping mall and department store near the company-provided apartment.

“Alright. Today’s for shopping.”

I was a little excited at the thought of going out like a normal person for once.

Buying proper clothes, eating something nice.

Even for just a short while, I wanted to forget this abnormal reality.

I grabbed my wallet and smartphone and left the dorm with a light step—
Heading toward the department store.

After days of tension, a day off.

For the first time, I was heading to the big department store near the dorm.

Having spent all my time in strange places like quarantine facilities or creepy abandoned buildings,
being somewhere full of bright lights and crowds felt awkward, even alien.

“…It’s peaceful.”

The inside of the department store was peaceful.

People in everyday clothes enjoyed their shopping.

Couples walked arm-in-arm, laughing.

Children begged their parents for toys.

Such ordinary and everyday scenery.

For this moment, I felt like I could forget that I was living in a horrific horror game.

In this noise and normalcy, I felt like my tense body and mind were slowly healing.

‘Yeah… sometimes, you need moments like this.’

I slowly browsed through the stores, enjoying this rare moment of peace.

I hadn’t planned to buy anything specific, but just walking among people felt good.

Neatly arranged clothes, the latest gadgets, the sweet smell of desserts—everything felt fresh.

That’s when I was browsing the electronics section.

“Oh! Isn’t that Minjun?”

I turned my head at the familiar, lively voice.

There stood Han So-ra, wearing casual jeans and a sweatshirt.

Her eyes widened in recognition, and she waved happily.

Wearing normal clothes instead of a uniform, she looked much younger—like a regular college student.

“Oh? Sora. Fancy seeing you here.”

“I know, right? I just came out for a bit of air. What about you? Our youngest team member, out shopping after getting paid?”

She grinned playfully.

Come to think of it, we probably get paid on the same day.

No wonder we ran into each other here.

“Ah… yeah, it’s my first paycheck, and I wanted to do something refreshing. But now that I actually have the money, I don’t know what to do with it.”

At that, Sora looked up at the ceiling, as if deep in thought.

“Hmm… your first paycheck. That’s important!”

She snapped her fingers and said, “First off—eat something delicious! Expensive, too! All by yourself!

And then, get something you’ve always wanted—clothes, shoes, whatever.

You’ve gotta splurge a little to relieve some stress!”

She got excited as she spoke, then suddenly lowered her voice and stepped closer.

With a slightly sad expression, she patted my shoulder and said, “Use your first paycheck for yourself.
You know our job isn’t normal. If you don’t relieve that stress, you’ll seriously get sick.”

Then, with a mischievous glint in her eyes, she looked around and whispered,

“Our work’s kind of… you know. Every day it’s either anomalies or weird incidents. I had nightmares all the time when I started. It was really hard… but it’s gotten a lot better now. Want to know my secret?”

“…Tell me.”

Honestly, I needed this advice.

I was getting used to the fighting, but the fear never went away.

I went to sleep anxious every night.

Sora winked as if she was about to share a deep secret, then pulled out her phone.

With a bright smile, she held it out to me.

“Here, look.”

“This is…”

The screen was filled with photos of fluffy gray cats.

Sleeping curled up in a ball, playing with toys, staring out the window—just looking at them made me smile.

After seeing nothing but terrifying and bizarre anomalies for a while, just looking at a cat felt like my eyes were being purified.

“Our cat! Her name is Dust—cute, right?”

Without realizing it, I nodded and found myself captivated by the cat on the screen.

It felt like a corner of my heart, which had been hardened and cold, was slowly melting.

It truly felt healing.

“When I come home after work and spend time with Dust, I forget all the nasty things that happened that day!”

Han So-ra proudly said this as she swiped through a few more photos of the cat.

Just like she said, the peaceful look on the cat’s face in the photos seemed so far removed from this harsh world.

Having a being like that nearby would truly be a huge comfort.

‘Cats… are cute.’

Suddenly, I remembered my time in the real world.

I had vaguely wanted to raise a pet before too.

Even back then, I would soothe my worn-out heart from part-time jobs by watching animal videos.

But with a tight bank account and the costs of vet bills and pet food, I couldn’t even consider it seriously and gave up.

But now, things were different.

‘…What about now?’

With a well-padded bank account and a stable company dorm, this world—though dangerous—ironically gave me a sense of leisure that I never had before.

Wouldn’t I be able to take responsibility for a cat or dog now?

If I had to live each day in constant tension and fear, just having a small being to welcome and comfort me when I got home would be a huge source of strength.

“Anyway! Congrats on your first paycheck. I’ll be off now—see you tomorrow!”

Han So-ra put her smartphone back in her pocket, gave my shoulder one last tap, waved, and disappeared into the crowd.

I stood there for a moment, thinking about the cat photos I had just seen—and my bank balance.

Come to think of it, this department store had a pet section too.

‘…Just going to look, just look…’

I muttered this to myself, as if making an excuse, and headed to the pet section like I was under a spell.

And when I came out, I had impulsively bought cat food, litter, a litter box, bowls, and more.

The walk back to my dorm, my arms full of supplies, was filled with a strange excitement.

Back in the dorm, I unpacked what I had bought and immediately opened my laptop to look up how to adopt a cat.

Having a cat adoption website open right next to a forum for monster sightings looked ridiculous—but both were crucial sources of information for me right now.

While browsing various adoption sites and local community forums, one particular post stood out.

***

[Title: [Incheon] Urgently giving away a cat for free due to personal circumstances.]

I’ve raised this cat for about a year, but I suddenly have to move to Seoul and can’t take her with me.

I’ve really raised her with love.

She’s a bit sharp, but cute and very perceptive.

I want to send her to someone good.

The cat is a bit particular, so please follow these three rules: Never let her outside. Cats do not need walks.


She’s very sensitive to hierarchy.

If she hisses while making eye contact, don’t look away.


Once adopted, please take full responsibility.

Even if you find yourself in unavoidable circumstances like me, never abandon her—please rehome her properly.

“…Hmm, all manageable.”

None of the requests seemed too difficult.

The attached photo showed a cat with sharp eyes and sleek black fur—an image that strangely suited her personality.

The man said he was reluctantly giving her up due to circumstances, and the location was close by, too.

It all felt like the perfect match for my situation.


Was this fate?

Without hesitation, I sent a text to the contact listed in the post, and luckily, I got a reply soon after.

The man seemed to be in a real hurry and said he could meet me right away.

We made arrangements to meet that evening at a nearby park.
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About an hour after we made plans over text, I arrived in front of the villa the man had told me about.

A moment later, the door opened and a man appeared.

He had dark circles all the way down to his chin, and his clothes were disheveled—he looked like he hadn’t slept in days.

In his hand, covered in cuts, was a cat carrier.

“Oh, you came. I’m sorry. I’ve just been… dealing with a lot lately.”

He greeted me with an awkward smile.

“It’s fine. I’m the one who contacted you suddenly…”

“No, not at all. It’s me who’s in a rush… I just got reassigned to the Seoul headquarters out of the blue, and I really… really don’t have time.”

He sighed and gently set the carrier down on the ground.

Instinctively, I peeked inside.

Since it was nighttime, I couldn’t see very well, but I could make out two bright yellow eyes glowing in the dark.

“So I need to find someone good to take this little one… And just then, you reached out.”

“Yes, I saw your post and contacted you. Seoul sounds like a great place. But why the cat…?”

“Well… Actually, the company housing I’m moving into doesn’t allow pets.”

“I see…”

“…Anyway, why don’t you take a look? …Leo?”

At the sound of his name, the two eyes inside the carrier moved forward.

Inside was a pitch-black cat with sleek, shiny fur and round eyes that glinted warily.

When I bent down to make eye contact, Leo hissed and retreated to the very back of the carrier, visibly frightened.

He wouldn’t even look at me.

‘Cute.’

He looked even better in person than in the photo.

He seemed healthy, and smaller than I’d expected.

I found myself smiling without realizing it.

But the man looked surprised instead.

“Huh? What’s going on? He’s never acted like this before…” he said, flustered.

“Leo usually has no fear. He’ll even dig his claws into strangers without hesitation… He’s actually kind of aggressive. But today, he’s weirdly quiet. Why is he so scared?”

He tilted his head in genuine confusion.

I tried to stay calm, but inside, I felt a slight pang.

Could he be sensing something unusual about me?

Maybe the special powers I have, or the lingering energy from all the strange things I’ve been through?

Animals are said to be sensitive to that kind of thing.

Or maybe I was just unfamiliar to him.

“It’s okay. He’s probably just reacting to a stranger. I’ll take good care of him.”

“Thank you. Really.”

I spoke gently, reaffirming my intent to adopt him.

The man quickly nodded.

He handed me a few of Leo’s belongings, some food, and a note with care instructions.

“Really… thank you so much.”

He kept thanking me, then left in a hurry.

He didn’t even say goodbye to Leo.

Then again, he did look exhausted.

Maybe he was swamped with moving.

I picked up the heavy carrier and headed back to my place.

Inside, Leo was still curled up and wary.

I didn’t know if cohabiting with this scared black cat would go smoothly, but somehow, even his frightened demeanor felt familiar, like a reflection of myself—and I didn’t dislike it.

In fact, I started to feel like I really wanted to bond with him.

“Leo. It’s okay, you can come out.”

Once I got home, I gently opened the carrier door.

But Leo didn’t come out.

He didn’t hiss like earlier; now, he just crouched, staring blankly at the back wall of the carrier.

He was even trembling.

“It’s not cold in here…”

Was he just having trouble adjusting to the unfamiliar environment?

He looked almost sick, and I started to worry.

“Leo? You’re not sick, are you?”

As I cautiously reached into the carrier to check on him—Leo suddenly turned his head and bit my hand.

I felt the sharp sensation of small but pointed teeth pressing into the back of my hand.

“Ow—wait, that didn’t hurt.”

I almost let out a groan, but realized there was no pain at all.

When I pulled my hand out to check, there wasn’t even a bite mark—not even a scratch.

Apparently, my cheat-enhanced body couldn’t be damaged by a cat’s teeth.

Well, cheat or not, how much could a little cat bite really hurt anyway?

But what surprised me more was Leo’s reaction.

When he saw that I didn’t react to being bitten, Leo stared at me, dumbfounded.

Then, as if suddenly sorry, he uncurled himself and came over to rub his head against the back of my hand.

It was almost like he was apologizing.

I gently stroked his face with my fingers.

“…Nice.”

Bringing Leo home had been an impulsive decision, but now I was glad I did.

Somehow, a weight in my heart that I hadn’t even noticed began to lift.

Watching this little guy—who’d just tried to bite me—rubbing his head against me as if to say sorry made me burst out laughing.

‘I’m glad I brought you home.’

I gently pulled my hand away and slowly prepared some water and food, setting it in front of the carrier so he wouldn’t be startled.

Then I sat on the sofa a bit away, watching him.

Leo stayed inside the carrier for a while, still on guard.

“Come on out. It’s okay. There’s food here, too.”

After a bit of time passed and I spoke softly again, Leo finally peeked his head out.

“Yeah, try it.”

He glanced at me briefly, then cautiously stepped out, nibbling a few pieces of kibble and lapping up a bit of water.

As I continued watching quietly, he didn’t run away again and kept eating calmly.

He was still trembling, but he was eating.

Once he finished and began grooming himself, he seemed to relax a bit.

I slowly reached my hand out again.

Leo reflexively flinched slightly, but he didn’t react as sharply as before.

When I kept my hand still without pulling away, he hesitated for a moment, then as if giving up, he actually came closer and accepted my touch.

“Hmm. You’re calm, aren’t you?”

According to the notes and warnings, he was supposed to hiss or glare.

But he wasn’t doing any of that—he didn’t even make eye contact.

With his ears folded back tightly, he only glanced at me occasionally.

Except for the first time when he bit me in surprise, he was so calm it was hard to believe.

The soft feel of his black fur transmitted through my fingertips.

At first, his body was slightly stiff, but as I gently stroked his neck and back, he gradually relaxed and began to lean into my hand.

Purr…

He even started making a low purring sound.

His purr is kind of unusual.

“So this is that ‘healing purr’ or whatever?”

It seemed he liked being petted.

I quietly stroked Leo, sinking into the warm and peaceful feeling I hadn’t felt in a long time.

Amidst the strangeness, the exploration team, and the complicated, dangerous reality, this small creature seemed to be offering me an unexpected comfort and sanctuary.

***

A few days later, I ran into Han So-ra at the company.

She was still cheerful and full of energy.

“Minjun! How have you been? You look great!”

“Yeah, thanks to you, senior.”

“Huh? Because of me?”

As she looked confused, I smiled and pulled out my smartphone.

It was thanks to the photo of her cat, Dust, that I had seen at the department store that day—it had given me the courage to adopt one, too.

Now it was my turn to show her.

“Senior, after seeing the cat picture you showed me last time… I ended up adopting one too. His name’s Leo.”

I carefully showed her a photo of Leo sleeping soundly.

He was curled up into a small black ball.

“Huh? What’s this?”

“Oh, if you look closely here, that’s his head… and that’s his tail…”

At first, Han So-ra couldn’t spot Leo in the photo and stared closely at the screen.

I had done the same.

Leo’s fur was so pitch-black that when he closed his eyes to sleep, it was hard to find him.

“Oh my gosh! Really? Wow, he’s so cute! A black kitty, huh? Well done! Cats really are the spice of life!”

“Totally.”

Now, I could genuinely agree.

I showed her other photos of Leo.

Han So-ra almost snatched my phone and kept flipping through the pictures, gasping in admiration.

Her enthusiastic reaction lifted my mood too.

We ended up chatting for a while about how adorable cats are.

“But senior, are all cats like this?”

I suddenly asked something I’d been wondering.

“This guy is a little weird. When he’s annoyed, he growls like a dog—like grrr. And his claws and teeth are so sharp… I can’t even count how many scratchers or plastic bowls he’s shredded already.”

At that, Han So-ra tilted her head slightly.

“He growls? A cat? That’s… kinda rare, isn’t it? It’s normal for scratchers to get wrecked, sure… but Dust has never broken a bowl or anything…”

She looked genuinely puzzled. Apparently, Leo’s behavior wasn’t exactly normal.


But soon enough, she just shrugged with her usual positive attitude.

“Well, cats have different personalities too—just like people! Maybe Leo’s the tough-guy type.”

“Hmm…”

Before I knew it, Seo Ji-hyun had come over and was looking at my phone.

With a slightly serious expression, she said: “His paws are really big for his size. He’s going to grow a lot.”

“Oh… I see…”

She carefully examined each of Leo’s photos.

Looks like our Leo is quite popular.
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