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                                                          Music Genius in Virtual Reality Episode 1

    There once was a boy named Yoo Hyun Han.

    
      

    

    > [Youngest Korean Winner of the Queen Elisabeth Violin Competition – Yoo Hyun Han]

    [“The Reincarnation of Paganini” – World-renowned Violin Prodigy Yoo Hyun Han]

    
      

      

      

    

    He won first place in the violin category of the Queen Elisabeth Competition — one of the top three music competitions in the world — at the youngest age in Korean history.

    
      

    

    > “To play piano as well as violin… He reminds me of Johann Strauss himself!”

    “No, he truly is Paganini reborn!”

    
      

      

      

    

    He wasn’t just a string virtuoso — he excelled at woodwinds, brass, and more. His musical talent knew no bounds.

    People said Johann Strauss had returned. Others praised him as the reincarnation of Salieri, Mozart, and even Beethoven.

    Some even dared whisper the name “Paganini,” once considered to possess the devil’s gift.

    He could play practically every known instrument, and he composed with genius.

    No title seemed worthy enough to describe him.

    
      

    

    > “A new Saint of Music is born. Yoo Hyun Han is a living legend.”

    
      

      

      

    

    People were certain — if he kept growing at this rate, he would become the defining musician of the century.

    
      

    

    But…

    
      

    

    It only took a moment for the world to forget such a prodigious musician.

    
      

    

    BEEEPPP—!

    It happened on the day of Yoo Hyun’s first concert back in Korea.

    
      

    

    CRAAASH—!

    
      

    

    A single accident turned his entire life upside down.

    
      

    

    He was only fifteen.

    
      

      

    

    ---

    
      

    

    > “The cause is unclear… Unfortunately, current medicine has no treatment for your condition.”

    
      

      

      

    

    Yoo Hyun watched the doctor’s lips closely.

    He caught the keywords and carefully formed his response.

    
      

    

    “…So you're saying I’ll be deaf for the rest of my life?”

    
      

    

    He was lip-reading — a communication method used by those who are hearing impaired, relying on facial cues and mouth movements.

    
      

    

    Ever since the accident, Yoo Hyun had lost his hearing.

    Fortunately, he quickly adapted and could now hold basic conversations — enough to pass as “normal” at first glance.

    
      

    

    > “We recommend regular rehabilitation therapy. Let’s monitor the progress after consistent treatment…”

    
      

      

      

    

    He’d heard that line more times than he could count — at every appointment, over and over again.

    
      

    

    It had already been a year.

    Yoo Hyun, once again at the hospital, asked with a desperate look in his eyes:

    
      

    

    > “Isn’t there anything new? Any case studies where someone recovered? A new procedure, perhaps?”

    
      

      

      

    

    His desperation translated straight into words.

    But the doctor only shook his head.

    
      

    

    > “I’m sorry.”

    
      

      

      

    

    One year of fighting. One year of hope.

    But in the end, no progress.

    Yoo Hyun’s face was painted with deep, long shadows of despair.

    
      

    

    > “Still, if you continue therapy and checkups, maybe one day…”

    
      

      

      

    

    > “Thank you… for everything so far.”

    
      

      

      

    

    And just like that, Yoo Hyun vanished without a trace.

    
      

    

    The boy, once called a Saint of Music, was gone.

    
      

      

    

    ---

    
      

    

    A pitch-dark, single-room studio.

    A man sat hunched over a MIDI keyboard, bathed in the white light of a computer monitor.

    
      

    

    He was working on a commissioned classical composition.

    
      

    

    > [Client – Sumare CEO: Just checked your latest track. Is this the final version?]

    
      

      

      

    

    He squinted at the message.

    
      

    

    > “Did I mess up again…?”

    
      

      

      

    

    > [Client – Sumare CEO: It's got great quality overall, but around 2:45–2:52, there’s a dissonant harmony in the background.]

    
      

      

      

    

    He scrambled to double-check the sheet music.

    
      

    

    > “No way. I went over that part dozens of times.”

    
      

      

      

    

    Normally, he could test the keys to verify. But instead of touching the keyboard, he closed his eyes and began playing the sheet music in his head.

    
      

    

    When he opened them again…

    
      

    

    > “...She’s right. Damn it. I really am starting to lose the music.”

    
      

      

      

    

    He immediately started correcting the score and messaged the client back to confirm the new deadline.

    
      

    

    > [Client – Sumare CEO: Then please submit by the day after tomorrow. If this goes well, I’ll introduce you to other companies too. There’s a classical boom in fashion brands lately.]

    
      

      

      

    

    He rubbed his tired eyes and replied with a polite “I’ll do my best.”

    
      

    

    Though sound no longer reached his ears, the man still clung to the fragments of music left in his mind to finish his compositions.

    
      

    

    That man, now an unknown composer at 25, was none other than Yoo Hyun Han.

    
      

      

    

    ---

    
      

    

    Hours later…

    
      

    

    > [Client – Sumare CEO: Dissonance is gone — sounds great now. Just needs mastering!]

    
      

      

      

    

    Yoo Hyun finally reached the end of his task.

    Mastering was like the final polish, similar to proofreading a novel.

    
      

    

    > “Ugh… my neck… my back…”

    
      

      

      

    

    He stretched his turtle-like posture and groaned.

    Pain stabbed at him from every joint.

    
      

    

    > “I’ll rest… just for a bit.”

    
      

      

      

    

    He grabbed a can of ice-cold beer and slumped against the wall.

    
      

    

    > “Phew…”

    
      

      

      

    

    It looked like he could barely cover this month’s rent — assuming he got paid on time.

    
      

    

    > “What about next month…”

    
      

      

      

    

    He hadn’t even finished this job, yet worry about the next was already creeping in.

    Commissions were rare these days. Classical music just wasn’t in demand anymore.

    
      

    

    > “Sigh… No point worrying. It’ll just stress me out.”

    
      

      

      

    

    His gaze drifted to the shelf.

    
      

    

    There, dusty photo frames from his glory days still sat untouched — one from when he won the Queen Elisabeth competition, another from a duet with the legendary Andersen…

    
      

    

    > “……”

    
      

      

      

    

    Once, Yoo Hyun was a global sensation.

    
      

    

    An orphan raised in a facility, he picked up the violin thanks to a sponsor and reached the top with sheer grit and talent.

    From nothing to greatness — it looked like his future would only be sunshine and roses.

    
      

    

    > [Youngest Korean Violinist Yoo Hyun Returns Home Today]

    [Personal Recital Already Sold Out – 50,000 Tickets Gone]

    
      

      

      

    

    His return was celebrated everywhere. He appeared on every major show, packed schedules every day.

    
      

    

    At just fifteen, he was living the dream.

    
      

    

    That fateful day was to be his first solo recital.

    An unprecedented 50,000 seats — completely sold out.

    
      

    

    BEEEPPP—!

    
      

    

    But the crash happened.

    A collision with a drowsy truck driver in the opposite lane.

    
      

    

    The aftermath: complete loss of hearing in both ears.

    
      

    

    Surviving alone was called a miracle.

    But for a musician, losing one's hearing was as good as a death sentence.

    
      

    

    He spent over a year traveling the world for a cure, burning through his prize money and savings.

    
      

    

    And all he got was:

    
      

    

    > “No nerve damage. But no treatment is available for now. Rehabilitation is your best bet…”

    
      

      

      

    

    In other words: incurable.

    
      

    

    That day, Yoo Hyun lost all hope.

    He disappeared from the public eye, hiding away where no one could find him.

    
      

    

    That was ten years ago.

    
      

    

    He tried playing again, but mistakes piled up. Without hearing, flawless performance was impossible.

    So he turned to composition — his second career.

    
      

    

    Unlike performing, composing could be refined through feedback and iteration.

    He still had knowledge. He could still play multiple instruments, minus the violin.

    
      

    

    But recently…

    
      

    

    > “Even the sounds in my head… are starting to fade.”

    
      

      

      

    

    Too much time had passed.

    The melodies once etched into his memory were fading, and clients began to notice.

    
      

    

    > “The harmonies feel a little off-key…”

    “Not as vibrant as before — something’s missing.”

    
      

      

      

    

    It wasn’t clear what, but everyone agreed the quality had dipped.

    
      

    

    And that was a problem.

    Composing wasn’t a passion anymore — it was his livelihood.

    
      

    

    25 years old. Orphan background. Hearing loss.

    No qualifications. No degree. No connections.

    
      

    

    If not music… what else could he do?

    
      

    

    > “How am I supposed to survive now…”

    
      

      

      

    

    The thought alone made everything go dark.

    
      

    

    > “Forget it. I’ll just finish today’s work first.”

    
      

      

      

    

    He shook his head, sat back down—

    
      

    

    BLINK BLINK

    
      

    

    The visitor light turned on — a device to notify him when someone was at the door.

    
      

    

    A man stepped in.

    
      

    

    It was Park Sang-chul, Yoo Hyun’s childhood friend from the orphanage — practically family.

    
      

    

    > “Yoo Hyun! I’m here… Sheesh, look at this dump.”

    
      

      

      

    

    Sang-chul frowned at the sight — beer cans, instant noodle cups, total darkness.

    
      

    

    > “Again? Turn on a damn light. Clean up. Go outside or something!”

    
      

      

      

    

    > “…I’ve got a deadline tomorrow. No time. I can’t even spare a meal today.”

    
      

      

      

    

    But Sang-chul just rolled up his sleeves and started cleaning.

    
      

    

    > “You said your work's been off lately, right? No wonder, locked up in this cave. You’re a composer, not a hermit. Go outside, get some sunlight, get inspired—”

    
      

      

      

    

    He sounded like a boomer, sure — but it came from love.

    
      

    

    Still, Yoo Hyun didn’t take it well today.

    
      

    

    > “And what then? If I go outside… what changes?”

    
      

      

      

    

    > “Huh?”

    
      

      

      

    

    > “You think I’ll magically start hearing again?”

    
      

      

      

    

    His voice dropped cold and low, echoing in the cramped room.

    
      

    

    > “……”

    
      

      

      

    

    A long pause.

    Then Yoo Hyun softened.

    
      

    

    > “...Sorry. Must be the deadline. I’ve been stressed…”

    
      

      

      

    

    > “I know. Don’t worry. But seriously, this room’s killing you. Anyone would go insane in here.”

    
      

      

      

    

    Sang-chul knew exactly what Yoo Hyun had been through — the pain, the isolation.

    Doubtless, that was why he kept checking in. He couldn’t just watch his friend rot away.

    
      

    

    > “Hey, wanna go out and game a bit? You’ve heard of Wonderland, right?”

    
      

      

      

    

    > “…I’ve got no time for games. I’ve got a deadline tomorrow.”

    
      

      

      

    

    > “Tomorrow afternoon, right? That means you can take a short break.”

    
      

      

      

    

    Sang-chul smiled warmly.

    
      

    

    > “Come on! My treat tonight — dinner, drinks, games, whatever you want.”

    
      

      

      

    

    > “…Fine.”

    
      

      

      

    

    Reluctantly, Yoo Hyun nodded.

    Deep down, he knew Sang-chul was doing all this for him.

    
      

    

    Every time he’d tried to bury himself in the dark, it was Sang-chul who dragged him back out.

    
      

    

    And suddenly, he felt ashamed for snapping at someone who cared so much.

    
      

    

    He whispered, barely audible:

    
      

    

    > “Give me a sec… Just gonna shower first.”

    
      

      

      

    

    And for the first time in a long while… a faint smile crept across his face.

    
      

      

    

    ---

    
      

    

    The two headed to a neighborhood BBQ place.

    
      

    

    Over a beer, Yoo Hyun nearly choked on Sang-chul’s words.

    
      

    

    > “WHAT?! Are you serious?!”

    
      

      

      

    

    > “Haha! I hit level 30 in Wonderland! Made 50 gold this month.”

    
      

      

      

    

    > “50 gold?! How much is that?!”

    
      

      

      

    

    > “1 gold = 10,000 won. So after fees, that’s roughly 500,000 won.

    Basically, I played and made half a mil. Cheers!”

    
      

      

      

    

    Yoo Hyun’s eyes widened.

    
      

    

    > “Wait… You can earn money playing games?!”

    
      

      

      

    

    He’d never played an online game in his life.

    
      

    

    Sure, he wasn’t out of touch with the world — he watched the news, used the internet, and saw YouTube content.

    
      

    

    But this… this shattered everything he thought he knew.

    
      

    

    > “Dude, it’s 2025. Top-ranked players and streamers are walking corporations now.

    Even if you’re not top-tier, people make bank with good content.”

    
      

      

      

    

    It all sounded absurd — like fantasy.

    
      

    

    > “Then why work at all? Just quit your job and play all day.”

    
      

      

      

    

    > “You don’t know? People burn all their leave just to grind Wonderland full-time.

    And if they hit the jackpot with an item or profession? Boom — instant resignation and streamer debut.”

    
      

      

      

    

    > “…Huh…”

  
    

                                                         Virtual Reality’s Musical Genius Episode 2

    Wonderland.

    A virtual reality game born from the hands of genius developer Ha Ji-seok in the year 2031. Three years after its release, it had over a billion concurrent users, making it the most significant game in human history.

    Magic, swords, crossbows, maces, even guns and magi-tech—every existing weapon and technology was implemented in this world. Players could live out any life they desired.

    They could become great mages who summon thunder, pirates who ruled the seas, or even farming legends who rivaled the Earth Mother herself.

    A map the size of Earth, with ultimate freedom, and tales of valor from users filling every corner.

    Wars, banquets, and local festivals happened almost daily, and players went wild for the nonstop content.

    A world that was new and thrilling every single day!

    In such a mystical world, something a bit more special than usual was being prepared in one of Wonderland's beginner towns: Hemo Village.

    
      “Elder… At this rate, we won’t be able to proceed with the ceremony properly.”
    

    
       “I agree. Even if we go through with it, we likely won’t receive the blessing like we have in past years.”
    

    Beneath the stained glass windows of a cathedral, two men conversed with serious expressions.

    They were Charles, the choir director, and Germano, the village elder.

    
      “Charles, is there no way?”
    

    
       “Hmm…”
    

    Typically, beginner towns were peaceful and uneventful unless something unusual occurred.

    But this year, Hemo Village remained gloomy due to a critical problem.

    The upcoming ritual ceremony, scheduled for three weeks later.

    The villagers would play ceremonial music to ask the Goddess for blessings for the year, and the Goddess would bestow her grace upon the town.

    These blessings were incredibly important buffs that affected agriculture, livestock, the health of the residents, and more.

    And the quality of the blessing depended on the quality of the performance.

    If the performance was good, a high-level blessing would be granted. If it were poor, the blessing would be weak.

    Even the village children knew that the top-tier blessings could prevent natural disasters.

    In other words, it was a critical ritual for the village’s well-being.

    “Paolo… To think someone so healthy would pass so suddenly…”

    The elder spoke with sorrowful eyes.

    Paolo had been the village’s pianist, so skilled he had once been invited to the royal court.

    But instead of accepting, he had returned to his hometown and served as Hemo Village’s resident pianist for over 20 years.

    A true pillar of the community.

    But two months ago, Paolo had suddenly passed away.

    
      “He didn’t even make it to forty… It was unimaginable for all of us.”
    

    His sudden death was a shock to the villagers, especially since he had been in perfect health. His funeral had been held with great ceremony.

    But afterward, a troubling thought crept into the minds of the villagers:

    
      “…Who’s going to perform at this year’s festival?”
    

    
      “…No one else in the village even knows how to play piano!”
    

    Though they mourned him deeply, anxiety over the upcoming ritual began to take hold, especially with only a month remaining.

    It was a state of emergency.

    Charles and the elder put their heads together to search for a replacement for Paolo.

    
      “Elder, what if we look outside the village?”
    

    
      “A good idea. Let’s try contacting everyone from the capital to royal musicians.”
    

    They tried to invite musicians from outside and even reached out to Paolo’s own mentor from the royal court.

    But everyone responded the same way:

    
      500 gold. I can’t go for less than that.”
    

    
       “W-What?! 500 gold for one performance?!”
    

    
       “The journey to Hemo Village is too far. Do you know how many concerts I’d miss coming and going? Frankly, 500 gold is a bargain.”
    

    Regardless of status or fame, all the musicians declined for similar reasons—mostly money.

    Without a pianist, the ceremony would undoubtedly be a disaster.

    As they fretted, Charles cautiously spoke up:

    
      “Elder, how about this idea?”
    

    
       “Have you thought of something?”
    

    
       “What if we ask the ‘Outsiders’?”
    

    
       “Outsiders? You mean those who call themselves players?”
    

    In Wonderland, “Outsiders” referred to the users.

    
      “Don’t they often surprise us with unbelievable skills? I was thinking, among the thousands of new users that arrive daily, maybe one of them is good at the piano.”
    

    
       “Hmm… That’s an excellent thought, Charles.”
    

    The elder considered something, then looked at Charles solemnly.

    
      “How much of the ceremonial budget do we have left?”
    

    
       “Only 50 gold, I’m afraid.”
    

    
       “Hmm… 50 gold…”
    

    The elder squinted. In the end, the root of the problem was money.

    
      “Let’s offer the full 50 gold as prize money. Tell the villagers to offer discounts in the village during the recruitment period. What else could we offer…”
    

    Would 50 gold truly be enough to attract an outsider?

    They needed something more—something with mass appeal.

    Then Charles spoke again.

    
      “Elder, how about this?”
    

    
       “This…?”
    

    Charles pulled out an item from his robe.

    A luxurious silver emblem.

    
      “I’ve heard Outsiders go crazy for these. Wouldn’t even skilled players be interested in this?”
    

    
       “Wait… That’s…!”
    

    
       “But it’s too precious to give out carelessly. We’ll need your approval. What do you think?”
    

    The elder’s eyes narrowed again.

    
      ‘He’s right. Everyone knows how desperately Outsiders work to get one of those. This would definitely draw interest.’
    

    After a moment of thought, the elder declared:

    
      “So be it. Give 50 gold to the winner—and also this emblem!”
    

    
       “Understood, Elder. I’ll get on it right away!”
    

    That day, a notice was posted on Hemo Village’s bulletin board:

    [Recruiting a Ritual Pianist]

    Charles narrowed his eyes at the notice.

    
      “Please, let someone show up…”
    

    At that very moment, across Wonderland:

    
      “Hey, did you see this? They’re offering 50 gold!”
    

    
      “What? Just for playing the piano?!”
    

    Contrary to Charles’ concerns, the notice exploded with popularity among users.

    50 gold was an amount that typically took three months to earn, requiring reaching level 30.

    For new players, this was a golden opportunity.

    
      “Dude, they’re also giving out an Honorary Believer’s Emblem?”
    

    
       “And it’s silver tier? That’s insane. No need to grind the emblem quest... This is huge.”
    

    Even veteran players, who weren’t interested in the gold, were drawn by the Honorary Believer’s Emblem.

    It came with tons of benefits—discounts on holy water for gear, blessings from priests, and more.

    Especially at higher levels, when undead mobs appeared frequently, such items became essential.

    Veterans were known to grind for hours just to get it.

    And now they were giving away a silver-tier emblem… just like that.

    
      [“What kind of event is this… in a starter town lol”]
    

    
       [“I’m speechless lmao”]
    

    Still, few players actually made it to Hemo Village.

    Not because they didn’t want to—but because they couldn’t.

    Only beginners were allowed in beginner towns.

    
      “Should I just make a new character? Starting with an emblem would make things so easy. I’m not even liking my current class anymore.”
    

    
       “Honestly, not a bad idea. This is a god-tier starter boost.”
    

    New characters were created, and beginner players already in Hemo Village rushed to participate.

    Crowds poured in, and a week passed.

    Ding!

    
      “Rejected.”
    

    Charles, eyes sharp, dismissed another performer.

    After over a week of auditions, not one had satisfied him.

    
      “Charles, it’s time we made a decision.”
    

    
      “Then let’s make this weekend our final deadline, Elder.”
    

    If no pianist was found, they’d proceed with a rearrangement excluding the piano.

    But that was only a last resort.

    The piano was central to the song; removing it would make the piece dull.

    And they absolutely couldn’t pick someone untalented—poor quality would ruin the performance.

    The best option was to find someone who truly had the skills.

    Charles, though exhausted, did not give up.

    Thousands of applicants. Thousands of disappointing performances.

    Still, he held onto hope.

    He continued accepting applications until the very end.

    Ding! Ding!

    
      “Rejected.”
    

    Yet again, another lackluster performance.

    Meanwhile, in a capsule room...

    
      Hissss—
    

    The capsule Yoo Hyun had entered slowly closed, and darkness fell.

    
      “Login.”
    

    The darkness soon gave way to light.

    
      [Welcome, Adventurer, to Wonderland.]
    

    
       [Scanning iris data…]
    

    Suddenly, a vast, blue space spread before him.

    Vibrant lights beamed down. A boundless space stretched on endlessly.

    It felt like stepping into a cyberspace straight from a childhood movie.

    
      “Beautiful…”
    

    Yoo Hyun marveled in awe.

    While he had struggled in a cramped, single-room apartment, the world had advanced beyond imagination.

    Now he understood—at least a little—why his friend Sang-chul had been so obsessed with Wonderland.

    A blue hologram appeared before his eyes.

    
      [No account detected. Would you like to create one?]
    

    
       [If so, please say “Create.”]“Create.”[Please customize your character’s appearance.]
    

    Suddenly, the camera angle changed, allowing him to see his own face.

    
      “That’s my face?”
    

    In the game, Yoo-hyun’s appearance was clean and healthy. No signs of exhaustion or dark circles. His skin looked milky smooth.

    Others might spend hours customizing, but Yoo Hyun had no such urge.

    
      “Maybe I’ll just change the hair.”
    

    Where else would he ever have silver hair? That’s what games are for, right?

    Yoo Hyun looked at his silver-haired reflection and smiled.

    
      “Just silver hair, the rest can stay as is.”[Please set your character’s nickname.]“Yoo hyun.”[Character creation complete.]
    

    
       [We look forward to the heroic tales you will create…]
    

    [ Connecting… ]

    “Ugh.”

    Yoo Hyun shut his eyes tightly against the sudden burst of light.

    Warm sunlight was shining down on his forehead.

    As he slowly opened his eyes, he found himself in a world completely different from before.

    The ground beneath him was dry like a sports field, patches of weeds sprouted here and there, and scarecrows stood in neat rows.

    
      Inhale—
    

    He took a deep breath, and fresh air filled his lungs.

    He moved his body, twisting this way and that.

    No stiffness. Everything moved smoothly and naturally.

    
      “This is… amazing.”
    

    It felt more real than reality.

    No, to be exact… it was better than reality.

    Back home, the air was so polluted it was hard to breathe something this clean.

    
      “The air… It’s fresh. It even tastes sweet.”
    

    
      Tweet tweet—
    

    A sudden sound brushed his ears.

    
      “…Huh?”
    

    Yoo Hyun blinked in surprise.

    It was a strange sensation. Like… he just heard something he shouldn’t be able to.

    
      “No way… I must be imagining it.”
    

    Just as he tried to brush it off—

    
      Tweet tweet—
    

    “……!”

    Yoo Hyun’s eyes went wide as saucers.

    
      “I definitely heard that.”
    

    He was sure of it. That was a sound.

    He quickly turned his head, scanning his surroundings—only to spot a tiny living creature right in front of him.

    
      Tweet tweet tweet—
    

    A sparrow was perched on a scarecrow’s head, pecking at its straw.

    “Wh-What?”

    Trembling, Yoo Hyun touched his ears.

    Was this… a dream?

    No, he was in a game. So it definitely couldn’t be a dream.

    A flood of thoughts raced through his mind.

    And then, just like proof that this wasn’t all in his head, more and more sounds began to reach his ears.

    The rustle of grass swaying in the wind, the flutter of a sparrow’s wings, the faint scrape of his shoes against the dry earth as he stepped back…

    Yoo Hyun blinked again.

    “I can hear it! Wait, my voice! I can hear my voice, too!”

    Even the sound of his own voice—something he once hated for being too soft—echoed back clearly in his ears.

    While Yoo Hyun stood there, still dazed with wonder, a large, unfamiliar man walked up to him and spoke.

    “A new outsider, huh. Pick up that wooden sword in front of you.”

    
      Ding!
    

    [Quest: Hit the scarecrow with a wooden sword 10 times]

    Type: Tutorial

    Requirement: Tutorial Participant

    Reward: Basic Swordsmanship

    Failure: Cannot proceed to next quest ‘Basic Swordsmanship (1)’

    Description: Follow the instructor’s directions and swing the wooden sword.

    A foreign alert sound rang out, and a quest window appeared in front of him.

    “Hey, are you deaf or something? Pick up the sword.”

    Yoo Hyun looked at the instructor, his eyes glowing brightly.

    “…What did you say? Can you say that again? Just once more!”

    “I told you to hit the scarecrow with the wooden sword.”

    
      Ding!
    

    [Do you want to reject the quest?]

    [Rejecting the quest will prevent you from progressing to related quests.][Instructor Olsen’s affection will slightly decrease.]

    The alerts popped up again and again as if warning him that rejecting it would lead to something bad.

    But Yoo Hyun, lost in a whirlwind of emotions, didn’t even notice the warnings.

    “Ugh, wasting my time. If you’re not gonna do it, just leave.”

    The instructor waved him off, clearly annoyed.

    But Yoo Hyun said softly, his voice trembling with emotion—

    “…I can hear it. I can actually hear things now.”

    He’d gone to sleep every night praying for a miracle.

    Wishing that, just once, when he woke up, he’d be able to hear.

    And now, that miracle had come true.

    After ten long years, right here, in this place called Wonderland.

    And just then—

    
      Ding!
    

    [You’ve received a whisper]

    [ZizonSangcheol: You beating up that scarecrow yet?]

    It was a message from Sangcheol-hyung.

    [ZizonSangcheol: If you haven’t, start whacking the scarecrow and get that quest done. Your goal is to hit level 10 first.]

    “Hyung! Hyung!!”

    Yoo Hyun wanted to tell Sangcheol how amazing this was.

    [ZizonSangcheol: I’ll go hunt in the meantime. Whisper to me if you’re stuck.]

    “This is insane, hyung!”

    But no matter how loud he shouted, his words wouldn’t reach Sangcheol.

    Because shouting didn’t magically turn into text.

    “…Wait, I can’t reply by talking?”

    After muttering to himself for a while, Yoo-hyun turned and walked up to the instructor.

    
      ‘He said to hit the scarecrow first, right?’
    

    Well, whatever. He could talk to Sangcheol later.

    Right now, all that mattered was soaking in this moment—and these sounds.

    “Instructor! I’ll do that thing now!”

    “Oh? Finally made up your mind? Grab any wooden sword and hit the scarecrow ten times.”

    “Yes, sir!”

    Yoo Hyun grabbed a wooden sword from the weapons rack.

    
      Whoosh—
    

    As he swung it lightly, it sliced through the air with a crisp whoosh.

    
      ‘That sound—so sharp, so clear!’
    

    
      Whoosh—Whoosh whoosh—
    

    The sound of it cutting through the air was so pleasant that he kept swinging it over and over.

    Eventually, the instructor couldn’t take it anymore.

    “Stop swinging at the air and hit the scarecrow already!”

    “O-Oh, right! Hit the scarecrow?”

    “Hit, stab, whatever—just use the damn sword and strike it! Ugh, this is frustrating!”

    Even as the instructor turned red with frustration, Yoo Hyun just grinned brightly and got into position.

    Then, he brought the sword down onto the scarecrow.

    
      Thud!
    

    A dull impact rang out, and a satisfying vibration shot through his hands.

    
      Thud! Thud!
    

    
      ‘This is fun. So much fun!’
    

    He’d already hit it six times. Just four more to go. He raised his sword overhead to finish when—

    
      ♬
    

    A sound floated through the air.

    Familiar. Unmistakable.

    He could never forget that sound—he’d grown up hearing it his whole life.

    It was the sound of a piano.

    
      ♬
    

    Without realizing, Yoo-hyun’s head whipped around toward it.

    The piano melody was coming from the plaza.

    “Wait, there are instruments here too?”

    “What kind of dumb question is that? What world doesn’t have music?”

    “Ah…! What am I doing swinging around a wooden sword right now?!”

    Clunk. He dropped the sword to the ground. The instructor shouted behind him.

    “Hey! What do you think you’re doing, putting down your weapon mid-task?!”

    But Yoo-hyun had already taken off toward the plaza.

    “W-Where are you going?! You only had four hits left!”

    “I’ll finish it later, instructor! There’s something way more important right now…!”

    From behind, the instructor’s voice echoed:

    “What could possibly be more important than this for a newly-arrived outsider?!”

    His voice grew fainter and fainter.

    But Yoo-hyun didn’t hesitate. He kept running, shouting as he went—

    “To me, this is way more important!”

    It was the first time in ten years that he had heard music with his own ears.

    Right now, nothing mattered more than chasing that sound.

    “I’ll be back later!”

    And with that, Yoo-hyun’s feet carried him eagerly toward the plaza.
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      “Huff, huff…!”
    

    Yoo Hyun ran like his life depended on it.
 He couldn’t even remember the last time his heart raced like this — not out of fear, but pure excitement.

    
      ‘I can hear music again!’
    

    To him, music was life.
 It was the thing that gave him strength to endure, the one thing that gave him hope to move forward.

    So when he lost his hearing… it was like dying.
 To a musician, losing the ability to hear — to feel music — was a death sentence.

    
      ‘I thought I’d never hear it again…’
    

    And now, not one, but two miracles had happened.
 He could hear again — not just sounds, but music. Music.
 That was why, even though he was gasping for air, he couldn’t stop running.

    He wanted to reach that miracle—no, feel that miracle—as soon as possible.

    “Any extra potions? I’ll buy them cheap!”
 “Haha! So I kicked him right in the ass, no joke!”

    After running for what felt like forever, he finally saw it — the beginner’s village.
 The place was bustling with people in all sorts of outfits.

    Some players were chatting in plain white shirts and tunics, while NPC guards in full medieval armor wandered around.

    
      Swoooosh
    

    There were old wooden shops and a fountain spraying water into the air.
 It looked just like a town straight out of a fantasy world.

    As Yoo Hyun made his way deeper into the square, the sound of instruments grew louder and clearer.

    
      ‘This is it!’
    

    And finally, he saw it.
 A beautiful, grand piano is placed right in the center of the plaza.

    A player was already sitting at it, their hands poised above the keys, about to play.

    Thump thump.
 Yoo Hyun’s heart pounded like a drum.

    
      ‘I’m finally going to hear the sound of a piano…!’
    

    His throat tightened with emotion as he stared at the piano.

    Diiiing.
 A single, beautiful note echoed through the plaza.

    
      ‘Damn…’
    

    A real piano sound. One he hadn’t heard in ten years.
 His whole body shivered from the thrill.

    
      ‘I want to hear it closer.’
    

    Pulled in by instinct, Yoo Hyun tried to squeeze through the crowd for a better spot.

    But then—

    “Hey! Don’t cut the line, buddy. Back it up.”

    Startled, Yoo Hyun lowered his head and apologized.

    “Ah, sorry. I just wanted to watch…”

    “If you’re just watching, go watch from somewhere else. This is the line for people waiting to play.”

    “…Play? You mean we can actually play the piano?”

    He tilted his head in confusion, and the guy looked at him like he was a clueless noob.

    “You must be new. Go to the back and fill out the signup form if you wanna play. And stop blocking the view, yeah?”

    Yoo Hyun turned around — and sure enough, a massive line stretched far into the distance.

    
      “I can play… the piano? For real…?”
    

    Just hearing the music was already a miracle. But now he had the chance to play?
 Yoo Hyun broke into a wide grin and bowed.

    “Thank you!”

    He followed the directions and eventually found an NPC handing out forms.

    “You here to apply as a performer? Then sign here.”

    
      Ding!
    

    Event Quest: Auditions for the Ceremony Pianist
 Grade: C
 Requirement: Must be able to play piano
 Rewards: 50 gold, Honorary Follower's Emblem, chance to perform at the ceremony
 Failure: Cannot participate in the ceremony
 Description: We're recruiting performers for a ritual ceremony happening in one week. The conditions to pass are tough, but those who succeed will earn honor and rewards.

    “C’mon, kid. My arm’s getting stiff. If you’re doing it, sign already. If not, move along.”

    “So signing this means I’ll get to play the piano, right?”

    The NPC yawned loudly.

    “Of course. You think we’re letting people just play for fun? You wanna play, you join the event. Sigh… can’t believe the elder dumped this job on me…”

    “Then I’m in!”

    Do you want to sign the form?
 Ding!
 You’ve entered the event.
 Current queue: 411 players
 Estimated wait time: 1 hour 27 minutes

    The wait was long, but honestly, Yoo Hyun didn’t care one bit.

    
      ‘That’s more than enough time to listen.’
    

    He was ready. All he had to do now was enjoy the performances until it was his turn.

    
      ‘This is gonna be amazing.’
    

    He closed his eyes.
 And as he did, all his other senses came alive.

    They say when you shut one sense, the rest sharpen.

    He could smell sweet flowers, feel the cool breeze brushing his skin, and most of all, his hearing had become razor-sharp.

    And then, he heard the sound of keys being pressed.

    
      Diiing.
    

    
      ‘D sharp.’
    

    If his memory was right, that note was D#.
 The second he heard it, he knew — not through thought, but through instinct.

    It was like the sounds buried deep in his mind had finally come alive again.

    
      ♬♪
    

    Pianos weren’t called the “king of instruments” for nothing.
 They were majestic, with wide ranges that could hit deep lows and dazzling highs, all at the press of a key.
 Even the chords were easy to play. Unlike most instruments, pianos could play rich, full harmonies with little effort.
 As long as the performer had skill, they could do anything with it.

    But…

    
      ‘Why… why aren’t any of these people actually playing anything?’
    

    No matter how amazing the instrument was, no one was playing it properly.

    Or rather, no one got the chance to.

    “……Rejected!”

    One person was dismissed after playing just a single note.

    “I could tell by the way he sat down!”

    Another got kicked off before they even touched the keys.

    “Even just the way their fingers hovered over the keys is enough!”

    Someone else got rejected just for putting their hands on the keyboard.

    Yoo Hyun’s face slowly twisted with disbelief.

    
      ‘Come on! Can someone just play 
      
        one full song
      
      , please?’
    

    Weren’t auditions supposed to at least listen to the performance?

    At this rate, he might not hear a single real performance the entire time.

    Just then—

    “I’m so nervous… Oppa, do you think I’ll pass?”

    He heard a voice from ahead in the line.
 A girl was nervously talking to the guy next to her.

    “Of course you will. You even made a new alt just for this, remember? You put skill points into playing and everything, haha.”

    “I leveled it up to 3 just in case. That should be good, right?”

    “Come on. You used all 10 of your level-up points just for music. Who else would do that?”

    “Right? No one else would, right?”

    Skill points? What the heck were they talking about?

    It was hard to follow, but judging by the whispers around them, most of the players nearby seemed… not impressed.

    “Dang, she’s serious. She actually leveled her Music skill to 3 for this?”

    “She’s nuts. What if she fails? She’s level 10 and probably can’t even kill a single wolf…”

    People were giving her these pitying, skeptical looks.
 But Yoo Hyun’s eyes sparkled.

    
      ‘Maybe… she’s actually good.’
    

    He didn’t care about wolves or skill trees.
 He had just one focus — hearing a real performance.

    “I’m going now!”

    The girl walked confidently up to the piano.

    And finally, her performance began.

    
      ♬♪
    

    A melody flowed from the keys.

    It was beautiful. Colorful.
 The whole crowd watching the test seemed stunned.

    Perfect execution. Flawless tone. Solid technique.

    “Hmmm…” 

    
That went for Judge Charles, too.

    Even his usually unreadable face cracked a little at the clean, precise performance, unlike anything he’d heard so far.

    
      “Well, it's better than the others at least.”
    

    Not amazing, sure—but compared to the people he’d heard until now, it was decent enough. Charles quietly muttered to himself as he stroked his beard.

    “Yeah… with your level, we can just barely go through with the ceremonial performance.”

    “Wait, really? I passed? For real? Oh my god!”

    The female player bounced excitedly in place, grinning from ear to ear.

    
      “If only she could play like Saint Paolo… but no, that’s too much to hope for. I should be grateful that she can even participate. That’s already a big deal in this mess.”
    

    Truthfully, she was just barely qualified to join the ceremony. There was no denying that her skills were lacking. Last year, he wouldn’t have even looked her way.

    But… was turning her down the right choice? Not really.

    Considering all the hopeless applicants they’d seen so far, just having someone who could keep up with the group felt like a miracle.

    
      “If only I had a few more days…”
    

    Charles's concerns only deepened.

    Meanwhile, the players around him watched his conflicted face and whispered to each other, surprised.

    “Whoa, that’s the first time I’ve seen him hesitate like that. He’s actually thinking it over.”

    “Guess the 50 gold’s going to her, huh? I mean, she did grind music skills to level 3 just for this. That’s dedication. No way I’d waste my skill points for a dumb badge.”

    This was the same judge who had been rejecting contestants in under a second without batting an eye. If he was actually thinking about it, then yeah, she was probably a shoo-in.

    Realizing that, a bunch of players started clearing out.

    “Well, looks like first place is already taken. Might as well go hunting.”

    “Yeah, let’s bounce.”

    As the crowd thinned, Yoo-hyun narrowed his eyes.

    
      “What the…? It was almost my turn…”
    

    It felt like they were about to wrap things up. Like, he wouldn’t even get a chance to play.

    And he’d been waiting nearly an hour just to play the piano.

    No way. He had to play, even just once.

    Driven by that thought, Yoo-hyun quickly stepped toward the stage and called out.

    “W-Wait a second!”

    “……?”

    Everyone left turned their heads toward him.

    “Can I just… play once? Please?”

    “Can I just play once? Please?”

    The sudden shout caught them all off guard. Charles looked at Yoo-hyun with curiosity.

    “You want to play the piano?”

    “Yes! I’d really like to.”

    Charles narrowed his eyes slightly.

    “Well, technically, the audition isn’t over yet…”

    Truth be told, he’d already been conflicted after the last contestant. He’d been hoping someone slightly more skilled would show up, if only by chance.

    Are you good at the piano? If you’re decent, go ahead.”

    If the guy said he was good, then sure—he could let him try. No big deal.

    But if he said he wasn’t? There was no reason to waste anyone’s time. Every second counted right now.

    “Hm. If you’re not any good…”

    Yoo-hyun’s eyes sharpened.

    
      “But what even counts as good?”
    

    What level was considered “good,” anyway?

    To Yoo-hyun, “good” meant world-class pianists. That was the bar.

    And he hadn’t touched a piano in ten years. Just saying “I’m good” didn’t feel right.

    “If you’re not good,” Charles said coldly, “then there’s no reason to let you try.”

    “I-I just want to play once! I’ve been waiting this whole time… can’t I please just try?”

    Yoo-hyun’s voice was desperate.

    Charles looked at him, then sighed internally.

    
      “He looks like he really wants to. Hmm…”
    

    Charles, at the very least, wasn’t the kind of man to deny someone the chance to play music.

    He was just… tired. Tired of hearing half-baked performances while his stress piled up and his head pounded.

    “Fine. Go ahead and play. But I’m warning you—if it’s crap, I’ll boot you off like the rest.”

    “Yes! Thank you!”

    Yoo-hyun’s eyes lit up.

    “Oh, um… is it okay if I play a different piece? Not the one on the sheet?”

    “Huh? A different one? Eh, whatever. Do what you want.”

    Yoo-hyun’s heart was pounding like mad.

    
      “He said I could play what I want.”
    

    The piece was already chosen. It hadn’t been a spur-of-the-moment decision.

    In fact, you could say he’d picked it out ten years ago.

    
      Moonlight.
    

    The first piece Yoo-hyun ever composed.

    The piece he had planned to play at his recital—if the accident hadn’t happened.

    A song he’d poured over three years of his life into creating.

    But not once had he ever shared it with the world.

    Now, with trembling hands and a heart full of nerves, Yoo-hyun slowly sat at the piano.

    “Phew…”

    He gently placed his fingers on the keys.

    His back was straight, shoulders relaxed, chin slightly tucked—the perfect posture.

    And even though he hadn’t played in years, he radiated the aura of a seasoned musician.

    Someone who had lived a life with music.

    Yoo-hyun pressed the first key, slow and deliberate.

    
      Diiing—
    

    A clear, beautiful note rang through the square.

    “……!”

    “……!!”

    And in that moment…

    The time that had been frozen for ten years in Yoo-hyun’s life—

    …finally began to move again.
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    The pure sound of piano keys echoed through the plaza.

    Zing.
 An indescribable wave of emotion washed over him, gripping his entire body.

    — Ahh, this sound.

    Yes. This is the sound he’d been longing for.

    The piano — the very sound he thought he’d never hear again — reached his ears, and it sent violent tremors through his body.

    The rough texture of the keys under his fingers, the warm sunlight against his back, the fading noise of the crowd as the world narrowed into a quiet void…

    Everything was just as it used to be.

    — This was the feeling.

    In that silent stillness, there were only two things that breathed: Yoo Hyun and the piano. Nothing else.
 It had been so long since he felt this.

    For the first time in years, he felt truly alive.

    He realized now, his purpose wasn't just to open his eyes each morning and close them each night.
 He existed for this — for music.

    That decade of lifelessness, when it felt like he was practically dead…
 It was starting to burn with life again.

    He was someone who’d staked everything on music.
 For him, music was life.

    That was who Yoo Hyun was.

    He turned his head, looking around.

    A female player tilted her head at the sudden change in atmosphere, while the judges watched him with growing curiosity.

    Keeping an audience waiting for too long wasn’t exactly polite, not for a musician.

    — Alright... Let’s do this.

    Yoo Hyun steadied his breath and gently pressed the keys.

    ♬♪

    His fingers began to dance softly across the piano.

    He started off gently, like a first meeting between strangers.
 A shy but heartfelt greeting is exchanged between the artist and the instrument.

    It was still too early to get carried away — time to feel things out.

    Then came the Andante — a slow, unhurried pace, like a calm stroll.
 The notes flowed like a warm spring breeze, soft and light, tickling the ears.

    — God, this is fun.

    The rhythm that made his whole body sway, the beautiful layering of chords, the emotional shifts brought by dynamics…
 There wasn’t a single element in music he didn’t love.

    But above all, what he cherished most —
 Was being able to express his emotions exactly as he felt them.

    When he was sad, the music turned sorrowful.
 When he was joyful, it became something he could dance to.

    He could translate his emotions into melody, pure and raw.
 That was why he loved music so deeply.

    — Now comes the dynamics.

    Once he’d said his hello to the piano, it was time to get serious.

    Even the best songs could become boring if played at the same volume, with the same breath.

    Just like thrillers needed suspense, music needed tension—dynamics.

    
      CRASH!
    

    Yoo Hyun struck the keys with force. The music shifted, and the atmosphere began to build.

    ♬♪

    The once sweet, tender melody started to grow faster, almost angry —
 like it had lost patience.

    If the beginning of the piece had reflected the radiant days of Yoo Hyun’s past,
 Then this part mirrored the dark, hopeless days after the accident.

    It was like walking alone in a tunnel with no end in sight.

    His fingers crossed violently over the keys,
 like soldiers charging each other in a brutal war.

    Yoo Hyun surrendered to the sound piercing his ears,
 pounding the keys relentlessly.

    
      CRASH—CRASH!
    

    The music was intense, precarious, moody — yet mysteriously beautiful.

    With every change in expression, Yoo Hyun’s face shifted with it.
 As the tempo quickened, so did the passion in his movements.

    He was no longer just playing the instrument — he was the instrument.

    His hands were moving ahead of his thoughts,
 as if he were just a puppet, letting the music move him.

    — Yes, this is it. This is what I’ve been missing!

    That overwhelming rush — the one you only felt when fully immersed in something.

    He’d forgotten this feeling.
 The memory of it made him smile unconsciously.

    Yoo Hyun let himself go — completely and purely — into the music.

    The joy of simply pressing keys, hearing sounds, and expressing emotion as-is.
 A joy so raw and simple, it was like the happiness of a child discovering music for the first time.

    — This is my music.

    
      Ding.
    

    The notes started to slow, and Yoo Hyun’s fingers gently came to a stop.

    The long performance was finally drawing to a close.

    One final note remained. Just one.
 And yet, his fingers hesitated.

    — I don’t want to end it.

    He was scared that this happiness would vanish the moment he finished.

    But he had to.
 No matter how beautiful the song, if it wasn’t completed, it was still unfinished.

    “Phew…”

    He took a breath and pressed the last note.

    It was over.

    The space that had been shared by only him and the piano began to fade.
 Reality slowly crept back in,
 And the emotions that had been overflowing began to settle.

    But the performance still lingered in his mind.

    “…….”

    Silence.

    The hall was so quiet you could hear a pin drop.

    If people were going to clap, they should’ve done it already.
 If they were going to boo, they should’ve done that too.

    Nervously, he opened his eyes.
 What greeted him was completely unexpected.

    “...Whoa, did you see that guy playing just now?”
 “Holy crap.”

    Dozens of people were staring right at him.

    Their faces were full of shock.

    “...Whoa, did you see that guy playing just now?”
 “Holy crap.”

    Everyone was staring at him.

    That’s when Judge Charles spoke, his voice trembling with emotion.

    “N-No way… There was someone this talented among the outsiders?”

    To him, what Yoo Hyun had just done wasn’t just good.

    It was phenomenal.

    Even when compared to Paolo, the most esteemed musician of the cathedral —
 Yoo Hyun was easily on par.

    Thinking back, even the way he sat at the piano had been different.
 Straight posture, the angle of his chin, the way his fingers hovered over the keys...

    These were the signs of someone who’d dedicated their life to music.

    Suddenly, Charles froze.

    — Shit. I seriously messed up.

    Not only had he failed to recognize this kind of genius,
 He’d even threatened to kick him out if he couldn’t play.

    They should’ve been begging him to participate — pleading for his help.
 And yet, he’d left the worst possible first impression.

    — If I lose him now, I’m screwed.

    Charles finally came to his senses, cleared his throat,
 and addressed Yoo Hyun in the most respectful tone possible.

    His face looked almost desperate.

    “W-Would you… Would you please take part in the ritual ceremony?
 We really need your help!”

    Gasps filled the room.

    Everyone’s jaws practically hit the floor.

    — What the hell? Why’s he acting so different all of a sudden?

    Just moments ago, he’d brushed off the female player like it was no big deal.
 Now he was practically begging Yoo Hyun, looking like he was about to cry if he said no.

    Considering how cold and blunt NPCs usually were,
 no one could make sense of what they were seeing.

    — What just happened?
 — I’ve never seen an NPC act like that before…

    “Please, would you consider participating in the ritual?”

    It was such a rare, dramatic moment that every single player turned their eyes to Yoohyun.

    And in the middle of all that attention, Yoohyun's answer was—

    “…Sorry. I don’t think I can join the ritual.”

    A straight-up refusal.

    ‘?!’
 ‘What the hell? Why?!’

    Every player watching was visibly stunned.

    ‘He’s turning down 50 gold? That’s like 500 bucks in real money!’
 ‘Doesn’t he know how amazing the Honor Emblem is? He’s gonna seriously regret it later without that thing!’

    Even Charles, the NPC, was clearly shocked.

    “Is it because the reward isn’t enough? Or is there another reason?”
 “Ah, well…”
 “If there’s anything you need, please say it! We’ll do whatever we can to accommodate you.”

    Yoohyun scratched his head, looking a little awkward.

    “It’s just… my time’s up. I have to go home.”

    “Y-You mean home…?”

    The reason he couldn’t join the ceremony was painfully simple.

    Logging out in 1 minute. Please move to a safe location. 

    His time at the capsule café was up.

    In other words, he had no choice but to log out.

    “Yeah… I’ve gotta log out now.”

    “Ah… so this is that thing outsiders always talk about—and it had to happen now of all times!”

    Of course, he’d love to keep playing. He really wanted to join in. But he had stuff to do at home.

    He hadn’t even finished his music assignment before logging in. That was his livelihood—he couldn’t afford to blow that off.

    “If I get the chance, I’ll definitely participate next time. But for now… I really have to go.”

    Charles grabbed Yoohyun’s hand and cried out,

    “N-Next time? The ritual is in exactly one week!”

    Logging out in 10 seconds. Please move to a safe location. 

    “Well, today was actually my first time playing… If I ever log back in, maybe then I’ll…”

    But Yoohyun didn’t even get to finish his sentence. He slowly faded away mid-sentence.

    “At the very least, you’d need to come by the day after tomorrow for practice and prep! Just until then would be enough!”

    Charles’ desperate voice echoed across the plaza.

    “No, please! Don’t go! I’ll wait here until you come back! Please…!”

    But Yoohyun was long gone.

    “Wow… that was wild. Did you guys just see that?”

    A man stood staring at the plaza with a fascinated look. His eyes were fixed on the event hall where Yoohyun had just performed and disappeared.

    His name was Han Donghoon, also known as “Pengkoon”—a mid-tier streamer with a growing fanbase, mainly known for covering Wonderland content.

    “I’m not seeing things, right? He just straight-up logged out without even taking the reward?”

    – I saw it too lol that was insane
 – lmaoo that was legendary
 – I’ve never seen an NPC look that speechless before

    Pengkoon had seen the whole thing.

    Yoohyun stormed the stage out of nowhere, blowing everyone’s minds with his performance, then just logging out without even claiming his reward.

    It was more dramatic than anything he’d seen in recent shows or games. Easily the most entertaining moment in recent memory.

    A fun little idea suddenly crossed Pengkoon’s mind.

    “…Let’s put my current content on pause. I kinda wanna go track that player down.”

    – ??
 – You serious? lol
 – Here we go again

    [ ‘C2C’ has donated 10,000 won. ]
 – Did this guy just say he’s gonna leech off a total stranger live on stream? lmaoo

    [ ‘Hamdin’ has donated 10,000 won. ]
 – I know you’re nuts for content, but c’mon, clout-chasing a random newbie?

    Pengkoon quickly waved his hands, laughing.

    “Whoa, whoa, no. I’m not some two-bit leech. I’ll ask for an interview, obviously. I’m not some no-name streamer trying to mooch off him.”

    He had over 400,000 subscribers. He had more to lose than gain from pulling shady stunts.

    Naturally, he’d reach out professionally and compensate the player fairly.

    – But like… how are you even gonna find that guy?
 – Lol, what, did you add him as a friend or something?

    “…Huh. Good question. How am I gonna find him?”

    Pengkoon’s eyes narrowed, locked on the spot where Yoohyun had stood just moments ago. A mischievous glint flashed in his gaze.
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    There were all kinds of streamers in Wonderland.

    The most common ones were combat streamers who focused on clearing dungeons and raids using flashy combat skills.

    Then there were the lifestyle streamers, who mostly did fishing, gathering, building houses, and other chill content.

    And, of course, the "Just Chatting" types who just hung out and talked with their viewers.

    If you had to put Pengkoon into a category, he'd be the “eccentric” type — the guy always doing weird, off-the-wall stuff.

    Like picking only the weirdest, least-used classes to level up. Or trying to fish in lava just to see if anything lived under a volcano.
 Yeah… classic Pengkoon.

    In the community, people often said, “He’s good at the game, but… there’s something off about him.”

    The moment Pengkoon saw Yoo-hyun in Hemona Village was pure chance.

    He had just made a new alt to try out the rarely-played Magic Archer class, and the village happened to have an event going on. That’s when he randomly spotted him.

    “Let’s gooo, time to raise a Magic Archer!”

    The plan was to take a quick look and, if nothing interesting happened, just move on to leveling the new character.

    But the moment he saw Yoo-hyun, Pengkoon scrapped the plan entirely.

    
      “If I follow that guy… something’s bound to happen.”
    

    Yup. He decided right then — he was gonna follow Yoo-hyun.

    Pengkoon’s “big hit radar” was firing like crazy — the same radar that helped him gain over 400,000 subscribers despite all his antics.

    “Guys, any ideas? Seriously, help me think.”

    Pengkoon narrowed his eyes at the chat.

    
      Hmm…
    

    He wasn’t on Yoo-hyun’s friends list. They didn’t say goodbye with any plans to meet again.
 And when Yoo-hyun logged out, he didn’t even say for sure that he’d come back.

    
      “He said he’d come if he could…”
    

    Which meant there was no guarantee he’d even log back in.

    Realistically, Pengkoon probably wouldn’t see him again.

    
      “That guy’s way too talented to let slip away though…”
    

    Pengkoon sat there, torn, thinking.

    Just as things were starting to drag, a loud alert popped up with a video donation.

    [ ‘WingChickenWingChiki’ has donated ₩5,000]

    “The legendary performance earlier in the newbie village (video)”

    
      “Nice timing.”
    

    Wonderland’s streaming platform had a system where viewers could send in videos along with donations — a video donation.

    The clip showed Yoo-hyun’s jaw-dropping performance from earlier.

    A viewer had clipped it just minutes ago and sent it over.

    “Wow… even watching it again, it’s insane…”

    Pengkoon’s jaw literally dropped as he rewatched the footage.

    
      Ding. BOOM.
    

    It was perfect. Every note, every expression, the dynamics — everything was on point.

    It honestly didn’t make sense.
 Especially not in a lowbie starter village.

    The viewers felt it too.

    There was no class bonus at that level either. And this was supposedly a newbie?

    “Y’all know I’ve played a Bard up to level 50 before, right?”

    Pengkoon, being a skilled (if eccentric) streamer, had played just about every class, including Bard.

    “The Perform skill in Bard is a total point vacuum. To make anything sound decent, you have to at least get it to level 3.”

    In Wonderland, most classes had a kind of standard early build for the first 10 levels:

    Two attack skills, one support skill, and one passive.

    That used up exactly 10 skill points — all of them.

    So if someone had performed at level 3, it meant they dumped every single point into it and gave up on combat completely.

    [ ‘Hamdin’ has donated ₩10,000]

    “Wait… but then the best he could do is a tie, right?”

    And that was where things got weird.

    The Perform skill caps at level 3 for characters under level 10.

    But somehow, someone actually beat Yoo-hyun in a performance?

    It didn’t make any sense. A tie would’ve been believable — but a win?

    That wasn’t even the craziest part.

    “I know a high-level Bard who works as a royal court musician. That guy’s top-tier… and Yoo-hyun’s performance was on the same level.”

    Pengkoon’s friend had performed at level 7, which was already insane.

    But Yoo-hyun? He sounded exactly like that… and he was supposedly in the starter area.

    “So yeah, basically, perform level 7… in a place where hiding your level isn’t even possible.”

    That left only one possible explanation.

    [ ‘Hamdin’ has donated ₩10,000]

    “Wait… what if he wasn’t using the skill? What if he actually played it himself?”

    “Yeah… that’s probably it.”

    “Right. Level 6 is pro tier. Level 7? That’s master level in the real world.”

    Pengkoon said it like he couldn’t believe it.

    “If that guy really played it manually… he’d have to be, like, a world-class pianist.”

    The chat exploded with disbelief.

    This was exactly why Pengkoon just couldn’t let this guy go.

    Someone with that level of skill — who the hell was he really? What kind of secret was he hiding?

    “Now you guys see why I’m trying to find him, right?”

    But then, the same question popped up again.

    [ ‘C2C’ has donated ₩5,000]

    “Alright, I get it — BUT HOW ARE YOU GONNA FIND HIM??”

    Pengkoon chuckled, watching the chat scroll.

    “Wow. That’s how little faith you all have in me?”

    
      If it’s impossible, make it possible.
 If it’s possible, make it happen.
    

    That had been his motto through all these years, surviving in the cutthroat world of streaming.

    And in truth, he had already found a way.

    “Come on. You really think I wouldn’t have figured something out by now?”

    Pengkoon flashed a confident smile.

    “I’ve already got a plan.”

    
      Meanwhile…
    

    “Whew…”

    Yoo-hyun pulled off the VR goggles and slowly sat up.

    He had been so immersed, he was dripping with sweat.
 Maybe it was a side effect of using VR for the first time, but he felt slightly dizzy.

    [※ You may feel some dizziness after logging out for the first time. Please take a break before exiting the capsule.]

    His hands trembled slightly as he touched his fingers and ears.

    He could still feel the keys beneath his hands. The echo of the music still lingered.

    
      “I… I heard a sound. And I actually played an instrument.”
    

    With a trembling fist, Yoo-hyun clenched his hand, his face full of wonder.

    The sweat still clinging to his palm reminded him that it wasn’t just a dream — it really happened.

    “Are you dizzy? I was the same way my first time,”

    A familiar voice said behind him.

    It was Sang-chul, resting a hand on Yoo-hyun’s shoulder with a chuckle.

    Yoo-hyun looked up at him.

    “Hyung… do you know what just happened to me?”

    “What, turns out it was fun after all?”

    “No, not just fun.”

    “Oh yeah? Then what? Was it amazing?”

    Yoo-hyun shook his head.

    “I played the piano. And I heard it. The sound.”

    “…What?” Sang-chul’s smile faded.
 “You… you heard the sound?

    Sang-chul froze on the spot. His expression made it look more like his brain had shut down completely.

    “…No way. I can’t believe it actually worked!”

    He suddenly shouted in disbelief. It was one of those “no way, but what if…” moments—and now it had actually happened.

    “That article was real?! This is a freaking miracle!”

    Thank god he’d read that article last night. If he hadn’t, they never would’ve even thought to try this, and the miracle would’ve passed them by.

    Yoo Hyun tilted his head, confused by Sang-chul’s reaction.

    “What? Do you know something I don’t?”

    Sang-chul replied, still a little dazed.

    “I saw an article a few days ago! A Chinese guy with lower-body paralysis was able to walk freely inside Wonderland. That’s why I brought you here today. I thought… just maybe.”

    “That really happened? Then why didn’t you tell me?”

    Sang-chul answered carefully, almost hesitantly.

    “I didn’t want to get your hopes up for nothing. If it didn’t work, you’d be even more crushed.”

    “Oh…”

    Yoo Hyun’s jaw dropped at that.

    It made total sense. If he had heard about the article and things didn’t work out, the disappointment would’ve been unbearable.

    
      So that’s why he was so insistent on bringing me here…
    

    Realizing that, he began to understand Sang-chul’s odd behavior from earlier.

    How he’d insisted on treating him to a meal, going out of his way to be persistent.

    And here Yoo Hyun had been, brushing him off and giving him attitude…

    “Hyung…”

    “Come on, not now! You can hear again, man! That’s what matters!”

    Yoo Hyun was just starting to get emotional again when Sang-chul suddenly pulled him into a tight hug.

    “Dude! Congrats, seriously! You got your wish!”

    “Hyung!”

    The two of them shared a tear-jerking hug, the kind that would’ve made anyone watching well up.

    Eventually, a staff member nervously approached.

    “Um, I’m really sorry to interrupt, but could you please keep it down a little? There are other customers…”

    “Ah—sorry! Let’s head outside.”

    They left the capsule room, bought a couple of beers, and sat down at a convenience store table under a parasol.

    
      Pshhh—
    

    “So come on. Spill. What exactly happened in there?”

    “Well, first I logged in, and then…”

    Yoo Hyun told him everything that had happened in Wonderland—how he’d heard sound again, avoided hitting the scarecrow, went to the plaza, and ended up getting invited to perform by an NPC.

    At first, Sang-chul listened with interest, but as the story went on, his expression slowly turned to utter disbelief.

    “Wait, you won that event?!”

    As a Wonderland player himself, Sang-chul knew all about the event in Hemona Village.

    “That thing’s just for show! Everyone said it was insane to level up performance skills that early in the game.”

    “Really? Is it that big of a deal to invest in music early on?”

    “Of course it is! You’re basically giving up combat. That means grinding becomes a nightmare, and you can’t keep up with the game’s main content. Most people wouldn’t even think about it.”

    Yoo Hyun frowned. “But can’t you just play without leveling the skill?”

    “Well, you can, because you already know how to play the piano. But for normal people, that’s not even an option. I bet everyone watching was thinking the exact same thing.”

    “Huh… I guess that makes sense.”

    “But dang, man. You just left all that behind? You gave up 50 gold? I busted my ass for months trying to earn that much…”

    Sang-chul genuinely couldn’t believe Yoo Hyun had logged out without claiming the prize.

    It wasn’t just about the money—an event like that could’ve led to hidden quests or rare opportunities.

    And Yoo Hyun had just walked away from it.

    But Yoo Hyun answered brightly, without a trace of regret.

    “Who said I gave it up? I’m going back in, of course. That 500 bucks isn’t going anywhere!”

    He was in no position to be turning down that kind of money.

    But more importantly, there was something that meant even more to him.

    “If I go back in, I can hear again. I can play music. Nothing else matters more to me than that.”

    Yoo Hyun smiled softly as he said it.

    “Hyung, when’s the next time you’re free? Let’s go to the capsule room again. I’m getting some money next month—my treat then.”

    “Haha, is that so? Alright, I’ll cover one more round this week, then. Day after tomorrow?”

    Watching Yoo Hyun smile so genuinely made Sang-chul feel warm inside.

    Yoo Hyun was like family. If going to a capsule room a few more times could make him this happy, Sang-chul would’ve done it ten times over.

    “For real? Then let’s do it!”

    “Hell yeah, man. Once you grab that 50 gold, your treat.”

    “Hyung…! You’re the best!”

    “Alright, let’s go.”

    Back home, Yoo Hyun sat down at his desk.

    The computer was still on, and the project file he’d been working on before was still open.

    
      [Sumare Fashion Show Runway Music (rev)(rev)(rev)(rev)(rev).cpr]
    

    The stack of “(rev)”s in the file name stood out. It meant he’d already revised the damn thing over six times.

    Normally, he’d be feeling totally hopeless at this point.

    But right now, Yoo Hyun felt… different.

    His mind felt light. Clear.

    
      Something feels good about this. Like I’ll actually finish it this time.
    

    It was that rare kind of moment when something in your brain just clicks, and inspiration starts pouring in.

    There were a million reasons why it might be happening.

    He’d heard sound in the game, played piano, and even listened to the music he’d been composing.

    Now, with only a few hours left until the deadline, he had to focus and power through.

    With that thought, Yoo Hyun pressed a key on the MIDI keyboard.

    “Alright. Let’s do this.”

    
      Ding.
    

    And then, his eyes went wide.

    
      Wait… what?
    

    Was it because he’d just been playing piano earlier?

    Or maybe… because he’d gotten his hearing back, even if only inside the game?

    
      I can hear the sound in my head…!
    

    The sound of the note he’d just played echoed vividly in his mind.
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    Ding. A key was pressed, and a sound rose.

    Not a sound he physically heard, though.

    It was more like… the sound appeared in his head.

    
      “N-no way…”
    

    But to Yoo-hyun, this moment felt nothing short of a miracle.

    The melody he’d been slowly forgetting had just come back to him, clear and vivid.

    Especially in his situation, where he'd lost his hearing and could only rely on memory, this was nothing less than miraculous.

    
      Ding.
    

    He pressed another key, and again, the sound popped into his mind.

    This time, it was so vivid, it felt as if he’d actually heard it.

    And with the sound came a surge of inspiration.

    He felt like he could finish the song he’d been commissioned to write in a flash.

    
      “I better start right away… before it slips away again.”
    

    Yoo-hyun focused and started playing on his master keyboard, composing the melody as it came.

    Each burst of inspiration flowed out as a note, one after the other. It was like a waterfall of sound pouring out of him.

    
      Ding. Diiing!
    

    To Yoo-hyun, music had always been a way to release emotion. A process to express the mental images and feelings in his head.

    And playing instruments? That was just the medium—tools to help get those feelings across.

    That’s why he’d always been open to using whatever tool best suited his expression.

    It’s also why he could handle so many different instruments, and even had experience in ballet, dance, and of course, composing.

    A single instrument just wasn’t enough to express everything inside him—his thoughts, his emotions, were too vast, too layered.

    But ever since he lost his hearing, everything had started falling apart.

    Without new inspiration to draw from, the ideas he already had began to run dry.

    Eventually, people started saying his music felt “sad” or that there was a “weird dissonance.”

    It was because the sound was gone. His inspiration was drying up. Of course, the darkness inside would seep into his music.

    
      “But now the ideas won’t stop coming…!”
    

    And now, right when he’d been standing at the edge of that cliff, the sound had come back to him, just like that.

    And with that sound came wave after wave of inspiration, endless and overflowing.

    Every time he pressed a key, the emotion came rushing out. The more the melody grew, the stronger and clearer the mental image became.

    It was different now—this wasn’t just making music to survive.

    Right now, he was really creating.

    This song—this one, at least—had real emotion, a message. Something genuine.

    
      Tap.
    

    
      “It’s done…”
    

    After polishing up every melody, Yoo-hyun hit save.

    It hadn’t even been an hour since he started.

    He’d just completed the mastering process in under an hour—something that usually took hours of meticulous checking. Unthinkable under normal circumstances.

    Without hesitation, he sent the file via email.

    
      [Final version of the runway track attached.]
    

    No need to double-check. He knew it in his gut—there wouldn’t be a better version than this.

    
      “Whew… maybe I should sleep now.”
    

    It was already 2 AM. Normally, he’d be in bed by now, but tonight he was wide awake.

    He was still brimming with inspiration, as if his body was telling him not to sleep yet, like it was begging him to keep going just a little more.

    
      “Maybe I’ll make something else.”
    

    Yoo-hyun opened a new project file.

    
      “How many years has it been…”
    

    He couldn’t remember the last time he made a song not for work.

    Since he’d started composing to make a living, he’d completely stopped working on personal pieces.

    It had to have been at least five years.

    Just opening this new project file filled him with nervous excitement.

    
      “I’m not planning to sell this or anything. Just making it for me.”
    

    He lightly tapped on the master keyboard. The melody was playful, light, just like his mood.

    It was strange. He’d started working just to empty his thoughts, but the more he expressed, the more ideas came rushing in. One after another.

    He started wondering if he’d even be able to sleep. At this rate, he might need a full day or two to get it all out.

    Time passed, and eventually, he pressed the final note.

    
      “…Done!”
    

    Morning sunlight had begun to peek through the window.

    
      “Wait—it’s been five hours?”
    

    He’d stayed up all night, completely immersed, pouring his soul into the track.

    It’d been forever since he felt this kind of flow. The last time he’d felt this way was when he wrote Moonlight.

    
      “I’ll call this one 
      
        SUN.
      
      ”
    

    The sun had just come up, and it was the opposite of Moonlight, so the name had a kind of symmetry that felt satisfying.

    Yoo-hyun renamed the project file from “Untitled” to SUN and closed the program.

    
      “I should play this for Sang-chul hyung sometime.”
    

    What if he liked it?

    Would he go as far as recommending it to the Sumare rep?

    
      “Haha… what am I even thinking?”
    

    The thought made him chuckle to himself.

    Why overthink it? This was never about business. This was just about pouring his heart into something.

    
      “Maybe I’ll just upload it to the cloud later.”
    

    Worst case, he could just throw it up online.

    Back when he first started composing, he used to post all his rough drafts there, but it had been over ten years since the last time.

    
      “I don’t even remember my login. I’ll check it later.”
    

    He slowly climbed into bed, pulling the covers over himself.

    
      “Hope the rep sends feedback soon…”
    

    He was proud of the piece—it had turned out way better than expected. It’d be nice to hear what the rep thought.

    Though considering the rep always rushed deadlines and always paid late, he wasn’t holding his breath.

    
      “Whatever. Sleep first.”
    

    With a million thoughts swirling around his head, Yoo-hyun finally let his eyes close.

    He must’ve been more tired than he realized, because the moment his eyes shut, he drifted off to sleep.

    It had been a truly satisfying day.

    
      BZZZZZ.
    

    
      BZZZZZZZ.
    

    Yoo-hyun’s smartwatch vibrated like crazy.

    After losing his hearing, he always wore his smartwatch to bed. It was the only way to wake up—through vibrations.

    
      “Ughhh…”
    

    But here’s the thing—he hadn’t set an alarm.

    And he wasn’t expecting any messages this early in the morning, either.

    
      “Who the hell’s messaging me at this hour…?”
    

    The vibration was so persistent, it felt like something urgent, like something bad might happen if he didn’t check.

    He tried to ignore it and go back to sleep… but gave up and groggily opened his eyes.

    
      “God, I barely slept…”
    

    Judging by the white morning light, it was still early—probably before noon.

    Sure enough, the time was 9:30 AM. He’d only been asleep for about three hours.

    
      BZZZ.
    

    The smartwatch still hadn’t stopped buzzing.

    It wasn’t just one message—he was being flooded.

    
      “What the hell? Who’s spamming me like this?”
    

    Even if someone messaged him, once or twice should be enough.

    He frowned and opened his phone.

    [Sumare CEO: The track you sent is amazing!]
 [Sumare CEO: Even the mastering is perfect, and the vibe is just incredible.]
 [Sumare CEO: It’s… brighter, somehow? Way more alive than the last version.]

    It was the CEO of Sumare—the person who commissioned the piece.

    [Sumare CEO: Honestly, I think this is the best track you've ever sent. Our team loves it too.]
 [Sumare CEO: With quality like this, I wouldn’t hesitate to introduce you to other companies. I’ll start looking around and help you make some connections.]

    
      “…W-wait, what?”
    

    Yoo-hyun’s eyes went wide.

    Sure, maybe the rep was rushing him for the final version before the deadline, but this?

    This was a whole different level.

    
      “He said it’s the 
      
        best
      
       one I’ve ever sent…?”
    

    Not only did the CEO praise the track, but they even said they’d introduce him to another company.

    This kind of positive response was almost unheard of, except back in the early days, when he used to get random outreach from Cloud.

    
      “Man… this feels kinda surreal.”
    

    Getting so much praise for his music was like a rush of dopamine.

    Up until now, it had always been a business relationship—clients requesting tracks, and he delivering. But this time… this time felt different. This felt like genuine recognition for the work itself. Like he was being seen as a real composer.

    And not just by anyone—this was from the notoriously picky Sumare CEO.

    But the surprises didn’t end there.

    [SMS Notification]
 NongHyup Deposit: 1,063,700 KRW
 09:40 from 1772-****-52

    
      “Already deposited?”
    

    Usually, even on the fast end, payments took a week. Sometimes even two.

    Getting paid this quickly? That was a first—even in all the years he’d been doing this.

    [Sumare CEO: I loved the track so much, I just wanted to do something, so I made sure the payment went through ASAP.]
 [Sumare CEO: Please keep working like this. Thank you again.]
 [Sumare CEO has sent a gift and a message.]

    Faced with this sudden stream of events, Yoo-hyun was speechless.

    It honestly felt easier to believe this was a dream.

    
      “What the hell is going on—oh!”
    

    It was all strange and unexpected, but when he really thought about it, everything boiled down to one simple reason.

    He’d just… written a really good song. That was it.

    “…Nice.”

    For the first time in a long time since his accident, he was receiving genuine positive attention. He couldn’t help but smile.

    And with that, the part of him that craved recognition—something he’d buried for a long time—started to flicker back to life.

    He wanted to hear more sounds. To chase more inspiration.

    And for that, he knew exactly where he had to go—back to that place from yesterday. He had gold to collect there anyway.

    
      “At least this month’s living expenses are covered.”
    

    His gaze slowly drifted to the front door.

    
      “Think the capsule room’s open in the morning?”
    

    “Ten hours come out to 200,000 won, sir.”

    “…Right. Here you go.”

    “Payment’s been processed.”

    Yoo-hyun’s hand trembled slightly as he took his card back.

    200,000 won for 10 hours. That’s 20,000 an hour.

    He knew the game was essential to his work right now, but it was still a shock every time he saw the price tag.

    The only saving grace was that he paid in bulk and got a free hour out of it.

    
      “Maybe when I start making rent money regularly, I’ll be able to enjoy this without worrying so much.”
    

    Bzzz. His phone vibrated in his pocket.

    
      [Sang-chul hyung: I gotta head home right after work today, so I can’t make it ]
    

    Yoo-hyun smacked his lips, a little disappointed.

    He had some cash now and was planning to treat himself to something nice.

    
      “Well, we’re meeting tomorrow anyway. I’ll just do it then.”
    

    He slipped naturally into an empty capsule.

    This was his second visit, so it felt much more familiar this time.

    
      [Booting up…]
    

    With the VR headset on and his eyes closed, a whole new world opened up in front of him.

    The world that had awakened his ears and sparked his creativity—Wonderland.

    Chirp-chirp—

    Sparrows chirping. It was a sound he hadn’t heard in a long time.

    “God, it feels so good to be able to hear.”

    He stretched out his arms and took a deep breath, letting the sounds wash over him, when suddenly, footsteps rushed toward him, and someone spoke up in a hurry.

    “Hey! Musician-nim! I’ve been waiting for you!”

    “You’re finally here! Ah, hello!”

    Two men stood in front of Yoo-hyun.

    “Musician-nim! We’ve been waiting. Do you have a moment to talk?”

    “I I-I’ve been waiting longer! Can you please speak with me for a moment?”

    Both of them blurted it out at the same time, then glanced at each other, like they were competing for his attention.

    It was all so sudden and strange.

    “…You want to talk with me?”

    Yoo-hyun blinked, clearly confused by what was going on.
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    — 11 hours ago —

    Right after Yoo-hyun had logged out,
 Pengkoon was left alone in the plaza, staring at the chat window.

    [‘C2C’ has donated 1,000 won.]
 – There’s a way to meet him? I don’t know what it is, but I’m already getting a bad feeling.
 – It’s our streamer. He does weird stuff like it’s breakfast. Can’t even guess what he’s thinking lol
 – But seriously, is it even possible to meet him in real life?

    “Hehe, looks like everyone’s dying to know.”

    Pengkoon chuckled as he read the chat.
 It felt like watching a bunch of people argue over some complicated problem from far away.
 Kind of like watching a fire across the river—not your problem, just kind of amusing.

    “Isn’t it actually pretty simple if you think about it?”

    – Bro, how are you even gonna meet him tho LOL
 – You’ve got 3 seconds to answer, or I’m unsubscribing
 – Sub cancellation time: Season 15841, let’s go

    Why are they all making this so complicated?
 If you just think about it, there’s a super-easy way.

    “If I just wait at the spot he logged out from, he’s gotta come back eventually, right?”

    And with that bold statement, the chat blew up.

    – ??
 – ?!?
 – This guy’s lost it LOL

    Announcing that you’re going to wait—indefinitely—until someone logs back in?
 Sure, he’s known for doing wild stuff, but this one went a few steps beyond wild.

    – Now that you say it, it kinda makes sense
 – Honestly shocked you came up with a normal idea for once. Big like from me
 – Can’t believe it was that simple all along

    And yet, despite the bombshell, the mood in the chat was surprisingly… chill.
 Like, “Oh, of course he would,” and they just rolled with it.
 Some were even calling it genius.
 They say viewers start to resemble their streamers, and it was true—these people had completely adapted to Pengkoon’s madness.

    – So, today’s ‘Waiting for Yoo-hyun Day’ then?
 – Let’s just turn the stream into a chill chat hangout lol

    With a smile, Pengkoon replied,

    “Sounds good. Today is officially Yoo-hyun Day. But if any of you try to snipe me, I’m banning you on sight.”

    – Damn, this would be the perfect time to send an assassin
 – LOL, nah, he’s been banning people lightning fast lately. You get caught, that’s a 3-day timeout minimum
 – Please no ban, this is the only stream worth watching rn
 – But seriously, what are you gonna do if you actually meet him?

    “Hmmm…”

    Pengkoon ran a hand over his chin like he had a beard, even though he didn’t.
 Now that he thought about it, he hadn’t actually planned that far ahead.
 He couldn’t just say, “I followed you because it seemed fun.”
 Maybe say he came to do an interview or something?

    ‘Oh yeah… There was some kind of ritual ceremony thing, right?’

    He vaguely remembered something about needing a musician for some ceremonial event.
 It was a rare occasion, part of a special event chain—definitely not something you saw every day.

    ‘Yeah, I’ll just say I came to cover that. First-time event and all.’

    Just then, something caught his eye.

    – Pengkoon, you have to see this

    With the comment, a donation video popped up on the screen.

    [‘WingChickenWingchiki’ has donated 5,000 won.]
 – Bard streamer Se-Ah reacts (video)

    It was a reaction clip from another streamer named Se-Ah, who played as a bard.

    [That’s not a skill… he actually played that himself? Wow. If he can really play like that—damn.]

    Her reaction was pretty much the same as Pengkoon’s.
 She didn’t think it was a skill. But the idea that someone could actually play like that?
 That level of playing was easily royal court musician tier in-game, and like, concert pianist level in real life.
 And then, there was a part that really caught Pengkoon off guard:

    [I mean, it’s not like I’m gonna go meet the guy. I can’t even go to the starter village anyway.]
 [But if you happen to see him in Hemona Village, try saying hi. Maybe ask if he’d be down for a guest stream or something.]

    She was interested in Yoo-hyun.
 Not like, intensely—but it was enough to bother Pengkoon.
 And he wasn’t the only one—his chat immediately erupted.

    – Pengkoon, don’t let her steal your man
 – She’s not even camping like us… and she wants to waltz in? Nah bro
 – This is war. We can’t lose him
 – Protect at all costs

    Between the chat’s collective panic and Se-Ah’s interest, Pengkoon started to waver.
 His plans were suddenly all over the place.

    “Damn… I didn’t expect competition.”

    He took a deep breath, steeled his resolve, and rewrote the game plan.

    ‘I have to be the first to meet him… which means—’

    He needed to make an offer Yoo-hyun couldn’t refuse.

    A classic money blitz strategy.

    
      Back to the present — at the plaza.
    

    “Musician! I’ve been waiting for you. Do you have a minute to talk?”
 “I’ve been waiting even longer! Yoo-hyun, please, could I talk to you for just a bit?”

    Yoo-hyun blinked at the two men rushing toward him.
 One looked familiar, the other—a complete stranger.

    “Oh, you’re the judge from the event earlier, right? And this guy is…?”
 “I’m pengkoon, a streamer! I waited here 11 hours just to meet you!”
 “…Huh?”

    Yoo-hyun’s eyes went wide.
 He’d never heard of this “pengkoon” person before,
 And the fact that this stranger had waited 11 hours to meet him? That was wild.

    “You, who are you? I was here first!”
 “I waited for 11 hours straight. Be honest, old man—you were coming and going the whole time.”
 “What the hell! I scheduled this meeting with him. You can’t just butt in like this!”

    The two started bickering, leaving Yoo-hyun in the middle, awkwardly waving his hands.

    “Okay, okay—calm down. I’ll hear you both out, just one at a time.”

    They stared each other down, unsure who should go first.

    “….”
 “….”

    After watching this awkward silence drag out, Yoo-hyun decided to jump in.

    “Why don’t we let the judge go first? He did mention it ahead of time, after all.”

    Since they’d met before, it only seemed fair to let him talk first.

    “Like I said before,” Charles began carefully, “I came to offer you the role of lead performer. If you’re willing to accept, we’ll begin rehearsals right away. There’s actually a group session in an hour.”
 “You mean for the ritual ceremony?”
 “Yes, and to be honest, it’s only a week away. We’re really short on time. I’m sorry for the rush, but we’d be in your debt.”
 “Oh, it’s fine.”

    Fine?
 Wait—did that mean he wasn’t going to do it because the timing was too tight?
 Charles asked cautiously:

    “By ‘fine,’ you mean…?”
 “If I join, I’ll be playing piano, right?”
 “Y-yes! We’re in desperate need of a pianist.”
 “Then, do I get the 50 gold after the ceremony?”
 “No, we’ll give it to you right after the contract is signed. As for the honorary badge, you’ll receive that after the ritual ends.”
 “Alright. I’m in.”

    Yoo-hyun answered right away.

    “R-really?! Are you serious? Thank you!”

    From Yoo-hyun’s perspective, there wasn’t much to think about.
 What did he need most right now?
 To hear sound, and to play instruments.

    ‘If I get to hammer away at the piano, then why not?’

    Besides, they were offering 50 gold just for taking part in a rehearsal.
 No reason to say no.
 He didn’t even know what the “honorary badge” was, but 500,000 won in gold? No way he was passing that up.

    “What’s the schedule like going forward?”
 “There’s a cathedral just ahead. We’re rehearsing there in an hour. Please come by after you finish your conversation. We’ll also finalize the contract then.”
 “Got it! I’ll be there soon.”

    Yoo-hyun gave Charles a small nod as the man hurried off.

    “Now then… pengkoon, was it? Go ahead.”
 “Ahaha, right. Let me properly introduce myself first…”

    Pengkoon launched into his story.
 Yoo-hyun listened quietly, nodding along.

    “So, you’re one of the people who heard me play at the event. But… what brings you here exactly?”

    "Since my main content is all about chasing stories and covering events, I came to interview you—after all, you're the winner of an event with a prize of 50 gold and an honor badge."

    Pengkoon smoothly made up an excuse.

    "If you're okay with it, I’d like to follow you around during the event prep and the event itself, livestreaming everything. Like, maybe an interview or something like a documentary?"

    It was the truth—every word of it.

    He’d just rephrased his real motive, which was simply that this seemed fun, into something that sounded more legitimate. So it ended up being a bit long-winded.

    Yoo Hyun listened in silence, eyes narrowing thoughtfully.

    "Hmm…"

    To put it simply, what Pengkoon wanted was a live concert broadcast.

    ‘This reminds me of when I entered the Queen Elisabeth Competition.’

    When he was 15, a sponsor group followed him around filming everything when he entered that competition.

    Most musicians go through something like this at least once—it wasn’t unfamiliar.

    But Yoo Hyun had never liked that kind of setup.

    ‘Yeah, the money’s tempting, but…’

    Something about being in front of a camera always made him stiff and awkward. It messed with his playing.

    ‘And besides, is my playing even good enough to show anyone right now?’

    What weighed most heavily on him was doubt about his own skills.

    He was definitely not better than he’d been back then—probably worse. Was it really okay to let people see him like this?

    Compared to his prime, his performance was sorely lacking.

    As the silence dragged on, Pengkoon had a hunch.

    ‘He doesn’t like this. His face says it all.’

    And honestly, that was fair. They had approached him first just to get some good content out of it.

    ‘Alright. Time to go all in.’

    Rather than letting him sit there stewing over it, Pengkoon figured it was faster to just lay out something solid.

    Clearing his throat, he said,

    "I totally get that this must be a tough decision. I know it’s a big ask. So let me make you an offer."

    "An offer?"

    "How about 100 gold per appearance?"

    "100 gold…?"

    Yoo Hyun’s eyes went half-lidded.

    That was basically a million won—he could earn in a day what normally took two weeks of hard grinding.

    ‘That’s a lot of money, no doubt about it…’

    But it still didn’t sit right with him.

    ‘Charles already offered 50 gold too.’

    With that money coming in soon, he wasn’t in urgent need of cash. More than anything else—

    ‘It’s the playing. That’s what bothers me.’

    He didn’t feel good about performing for an audience when he knew he wasn’t at his best, not just for money.

    It wasn’t some lofty pride thing. It was just… a shred of integrity he still held onto as a musician.

    “Hmm…”

    As his hesitation stretched on, the livestream chat started blowing up.

    100 gold is more than enough, and he’s still thinking??
 Just drop him. Who does he think he is, a top-tier ranker or something?
 Maybe there’s a reason he can’t be on camera?
 What if he is someone famous and doesn’t wanna get recognized?

    Suggestions flew by: ditch him, find someone else, maybe he’s hiding something, or maybe he’s secretly a big deal.

    Then suddenly:

    
      [‘Hamdin’ has donated ₩2,000,000.]
    

    This is too frustrating. I’ll chip in—just say yes already!

    A massive donation appeared. Pengkoon jumped on it.

    "200 gold! I can go up to 200 gold. That’s my limit. How about it?"

    “...200 gold?”

    Yoo Hyun let out a long sigh.

    Pengkoon instantly tensed.

    ‘A sigh? Wait—was it not about the money? Did I just offend him by throwing more gold at him like that?’

    Heart pounding, pengkoon scrambled to say something, anything—but before he could—

    "Do I look here?"

    "...Huh?"

    "Where’s the camera? Are we filming already?"

    Yoo Hyun had done a complete 180.

    "Should I start by saying hi to the viewers?"

    With this much money, he could pay next month’s rent and have plenty left over for his in-game expenses.

    "Should I call you ‘boss’ or something?"

    200 gold… was simply too much to say no to.
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    “Should I call you boss now?”

    “Huh? Uh, what?”

    Pengkoon blinked, confused for a second.

    
      ‘Wait, what the… is this really the same guy?’
    

    Just moments ago, Yoo-hyun had been radiating the vibe of a pure artist. Now, he had smoothly transformed into a full-blown businessman, oozing social grace.

    The switch was so fast, you’d miss it if you blinked.

    The chat reacted just like Pengkoon did, laughing as Yoo-hyun’s attitude flipped in an instant.

    [ ‘Hamdin’ donated 10,000 won. ]

    Pengkoon chuckled.

    Skill alone would’ve been enough, but this kid also had personality. He was turning out to be a seriously fun guest.

    “Just call me whatever’s comfortable. ‘Pengkoon’ or ‘bro’ works fine.”

    Sure, being called “boss” felt good, but on stream, keeping things casual was always best.

    “I’ll send you a party invite. What’s your username?”
 “Yoo-hyun.”
 “Invite sent.”

    Right as Pengkoon said that, a notification popped up in Yoo-hyun’s vision.

    
      Ding!
    

    [ ‘Pengkoon’ has invited you to a party. Accept? ]

    “Yes.”
 “Got it. One sec…”

    Pengkoon opened the party screen and started browsing through Yoo-hyun’s profile.

    
      Let’s see, let’s see…
    

    
      Ding!
    

    [ Username: Yoo-hyun ]
 [ Level: 1 ]
 [ Class: None ]
 .
 .
 .

    It was a super basic, almost nostalgic profile.

    Level 1 meant no class, no skills, no titles—just the bare minimum.

    Which meant his earlier performance… was entirely unbuffed.

    ‘He really played like that without any boosts

    Yoo Hyun asked carefully, almost hesitantly.

    “Do you have a specific interpretation in mind?”

    “Interpretation? What do you mean by that?”

    Charles blinked, clearly confused by the question.

    “Just play what’s on the sheet music.”

    It wasn’t just that he didn’t have an interpretation—he didn’t even seem to understand what the word meant.

    Yoo Hyun opened his mouth, about to explain further.

    “I mean, how do you want the piece to be expressed? Like the mood, or the overall flow…”

    But he didn’t get to finish.

    “I can’t do this!”

    A loud voice suddenly burst through the room.

    “All this talk, just do what you're told and play! What’s with all the damn questions?!”

    It was Geye, yelling out of nowhere.

    “G-Geye! What are you saying all of a sudden? I thought we agreed before coming here…”

    Charles tried to calm him down.

    “That agreement was only about backing the piece off the sheet. But now we’ve got some stranger showing up, talking about interpretation and flow—if it were you, could you just sit there and smile?”

    Geye shot a sharp glare at Yoo Hyun.

    The truth was, ever since Paolo left, Geye had been unhappy with everything about this replacement process.

    He didn’t necessarily object to finding someone to take Paolo’s place. If it were someone properly recognized, someone fit to be called a royal court musician—fine.

    But this? Dragging in some complete outsider whose background was a mystery? That crossed a line.

    This performance wasn’t some casual hobby jam session. It was a sacred ritual—one meant to bless the village for the whole year.

    
      “And you bring in some no-name outsider to play for something like that?”
    

    Unacceptable. Completely and utterly unacceptable.

    Unless this newcomer could somehow play like a god, Geye wasn’t about to let it slide.

    “Dragging in some nobody and talking about mood and flow?! Never heard such nonsense in my life!”

    He was fuming.

    “Talking like that—how good could he even be?! What a joke!”

    “Geye! I get your frustration, but this is no way to speak to a guest!”

    “Guest? Musician? What musician?! I haven’t even heard him play! He’s just some damn outsider!”

    The shouting volleyed back and forth. The chapel quickly turned into chaos.

    Even the chat window blew up with reactions.

    Pengkoon let out a sigh.

    
      What the hell…?
    

    He’d spent a fortune setting up this collaboration stream, and now it looked like it might end before it even started.

    Everyone was scrambling in their own heads when—

    “I understand.”

    The words came from Yoo Hyun. Calm. Unexpected.

    “…Huh?”

    Geye had just insulted him to his face. Most would be furious, offended. But understanding?

    Charles was stunned. Was he saying he agreed? That he’d back out because he felt unwelcome?

    Had Geye pissed him off enough that he was just going to walk away?

    Charles panicked and jumped in.

    “Wait—Musician! Please, just give me a moment to—”

    “There’s no need to explain. He’s right.”

    Yoo Hyun interrupted gently.

    But his face didn’t look upset. He was even smiling—softly, sincerely, as he turned to Geye.

    “If someone I didn’t know suddenly showed up and started giving input on how we should perform, I wouldn’t feel great about it either. It’s been a long time since I last played in a group—I guess I didn’t think about how the others might feel.”

    “Musician, what are you saying right now?!”

    “Hold on.”

    Yoo Hyun stood up and looked around.

    
      Violin.
    

    He remembered seeing one hanging on the wall when he entered.

    Soon, he spotted it and walked over.

    “That violin—wait! That’s just an old practice instrument we keep for the kids who come to the chapel! It’s probably not even tuned properly…”

    “I’ll show you.”

    Yoo Hyun didn’t respond directly. He just picked up the bow and pulled it across the strings.

    
      It’s been a while.
    

    The moment the sound rang out, it sent a shiver down his whole body.

    He knew it would feel good to play again—but not like this.

    
      The tone isn’t great, but this is good enough to play.
    

    He looked straight at Geye and said:

    “You’ve been doing music your whole life. I believe one performance will be enough to show you what kind of person I am.”

    “Hah! You think you can impress me that easily? Let’s see what you’ve got!”

    Just as Yoo Hyun lifted the bow again—

    
      DING!
    

    [ A quest has been generated. ]
 [ Surprise Quest: Move Geye’s Heart ]

    Grade: B
 Condition: Participating in the ritual
 Reward: Geye’s trust, endless praise from Charles and Martin, follow-up quest unlocked
 Failure: Relationship drop with Geye, Charles, and Martin. Banned from participating in the ritual.

    Note: You can refuse this quest with no penalty. If declined, Charles and Martin will do their best to convince Geye on your behalf. However, you won’t be allowed to touch the violin again until the ritual ends.

    Yoo Hyun narrowed his eyes as he read.

    It’s a no-risk quest.

    He could walk away now, and nothing bad would happen. The ritual would continue without him.

    But if he accepted and failed… that was it. He’d be locked out entirely.

    Any average player wouldn’t take that chance.

    But then—

    
      Was that really why I picked up this violin? For a quest?
    

    He asked himself, but the answer came instantly.

    
      No. I just want to play. With everything I’ve got.
    

    Of all instruments, the violin was what he was best at.

    It was the violin that won him first prize at the Queen Elisabeth.

    Ziiing.
 The sound of a long stroke echoed through the chapel.

    
      Let me show you.
    

    A moment later, the one once hailed as a saint of music returned to Wonderland.
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      Ziiing.
    

    As the bow slid across the strings, a sharp sound rang through the cathedral.

    Even though the note wasn’t perfectly polished, Yoo Hyun’s eyes gleamed with awe.

    
      “I can’t believe I’m hearing this sound again.”
    

    He had kept up with the piano for composing, sure—but the violin? It had been ten whole years.

    And yet, the second he picked up the bow, his muscle memory kicked in like a reflex.

    The way to hold the bow, the way his left fingers trembled, the way his body moved…

    It was like his body itself was speaking to him.

    “You’ll never forget how to play the violin.”

    
      “What should I play…”
    

    His eyes sparkled. There were so many pieces he wanted to perform.

    But before picking a piece, he asked himself a more important question:

    
      “What do I want to express?”
    

    Art, after all, is about conveying your values or message through the right medium.

    You can have all the technical skill in the world, but without emotion, meaning, or message, it’s just mechanics.

    So then, what did he want to express right now?

    
      “A shiver. A thrill.”
    

    Yoo Hyun wanted to show Geye what he was feeling—the thrill he’d felt the moment he held the violin again.

    “I’m ready to begin.”

    He gently lifted the bow, settled the violin between his chin and shoulder, and rested his left hand lightly on the neck.

    It all looked so natural—like the violin was a part of him.

    Charles, Martin, and Geye, who were waiting for the performance, wore serious expressions now.

    The room was so silent you could hear someone swallow.

    And then Yoo Hyun drew the bow.

    Smoothly, powerfully—from the very first bar, an intense melody burst into the air.

    
      Ziiing!
    

    
      Double stopping.
    

    A technique where two strings are played at once—it filled the cathedral with a deep, resonant sound, complex and heavy.

    Since this was a solo performance with no accompaniment, he had to use double stops to convey both emotion and presence between melodies.

    The piece was packed with technical challenges. Just watching him play made your whole body tense up.

    The name of the piece?

    Bach’s Partita No. 2 in D Minor, BWV 1004 – Chaconne. One of Bach’s most iconic masterpieces.

    Yoo Hyun’s bow moved like a human throwing everything they had against a firestorm.

    He looked like he was about to be consumed by the flames, and yet he fought back with fierce intensity.

    
      Ziiiing!
    

    A chaconne is a type of composition where a theme is introduced and then repeated in variations.

    Bach’s Chaconne introduces a theme in the first four bars, then reworks it 64 times.

    That’s 256 measures of repeating, transforming, and evolving a single theme.

    
      

    

    And Yoo Hyun fought through all 256 measures, like he was battling the firestorm every step of the way.

    The performance was suffocatingly intense, like he could collapse at any second.

    And yet, no one watching could look away—not even for a blink.

    Because what they were seeing… was beautiful. Risky. Sacred.

    Like a firefighter diving into the flames—terrifying, heroic, and utterly mesmerizing.

    The intensity of it pulled everyone in. One by one, they were drawn into Yoo Hyun’s world of sound.

    “Wh-What is this…”

    “H-Holy…”

    “Yo, this is f***ing insane…”

    Some people imagined him as a knight battling a dragon.

    Others saw a firefighter wrestling with the flames.

    But they were all picturing the same thing in different forms:

    A hero—vulnerable yet brave, reckless yet noble.

    And just as the music hit its peak—

    
      Ziinng. ZIIING!
    

    —It ended.

    “...Huh.”

    “Haaah…”

    “Whoa…”

    Everyone let out a breath at the same time, like it had been rehearsed.

    They looked at each other, wide-eyed, like they were checking to make sure it had actually happened.

    But no one needed to say a word.

    They could see it in each other’s eyes—everyone had been struck by something different.

    That was Yoo Hyun’s 전율—his shiver. His thrill.

    
      

    

    Right before Yoo Hyun started playing—

    Pengkoon stared at the quest window, his eyes wide.

    “A sudden quest…?”

    Because he was in the same party as Yoo Hyun, he could see the same quest pop up.

    And the reason Pengkoon was shocked wasn’t far off.

    This wasn’t a normal quest. It was a sudden quest—one that only appeared when a very specific set of conditions was met.

    Basically, a kind of hidden content. A hidden piece.

    Even Pengkoon, after three years of playing, had only ever gotten one of these.

    [‘Hamdin’ just donated 50,000 won.]

    The chat was going crazy, too. They knew how rare this was.

    These sudden quests almost always came with great rewards—or better yet, led into a series of quests with rising rewards.

    This was what you called hitting the jackpot.

    And then—something else.

    “Wait… is he really bringing that out right now?”

    Pengkoon’s eyes went round.

    “Didn’t he play the piano yesterday? Don’t tell me… he can play violin too?”

    People were confused.

    Yesterday, Yoo Hyun had stunned them all with his piano playing.

    And now, completely out of nowhere, he pulled out a violin?

    Pengkoon muttered under his breath.

    “I know there are real-life musicians who can play multiple instruments, but…”

    There are stories about famous musicians in history who mastered more than one instrument—people like Liszt and Johann Strauss.

    But this was happening during a sudden quest, the one titled “Impress Geye”.

    “No way he brought that violin just for fun. He must be confident he can actually play it well, too.”

    Then a thought hit Pengkoon like lightning:

    “What if… what if he chooses the Bard class and ends up mastering both instruments?”

    Pengkoon let out a dry laugh.

    “Alright, lemme break it down. The Bard class… It’s basically a support that gives buffs through music.”

    They can give buffs you can’t get from potions or scrolls—stuff that’s unique to musical performance, and they can adapt their buffs based on the situation.

    “It’s gotten so strong that in top-tier content, people are dropping healers just to run with a Bard.”

    Plus, each type of instrument—string, wind, brass, keyboard—gives different buffs, making Bards super versatile and high-skill.

    But it’s not all sunshine.

    [‘C2C’ just donated 10,000 won.]

    “Exactly. In the beginning, your buffs suck and your combat skills are trash.”

    The Bard class is notoriously difficult to level—the hardest class in the whole game.

    Most players who pick Bard, hoping for that powerful late-game build, end up quitting out of frustration.

    And even if you survive that grind, half the survivors quit combat altogether and go full life-skills—playing for royal courts or aiming to be professional performers.

    “And the costs? Through the roof. You need to be loaded just to get started.”

    You only get instruments two ways: buy them from an NPC workshop, or buy them from crafters.

    Crafting is tough, drops don’t exist, and demand is sky-high.

    So yeah, prices are insane. 

    In Wonderland, your skill tree usually followed your main weapon.

    Like how swords and maces have their own masteries, Bards had separate masteries based on the type of instrument—string instruments, keyboard instruments, that kind of thing.

    In theory, if you had enough skill points, you could learn to play multiple instruments.

    But in reality, there was only one top-ranked Bard who actually did that.

    "Instrument costs are crazy high, and the skill points they take are all the same. That’s why no other top Bard tries multiple instruments—except for the #1 player in the U.S."

    The biggest problem was, unsurprisingly, the price of the instruments. They were ridiculously expensive, so even if someone wanted to play more than one, they just couldn’t afford to.

    So, most players stuck to string instruments optimized for combat.

    Woodwinds, which were more for farming and life-skill buffs, had been dead content for ages.

    “The reason I said I got chills just imagining it earlier? This is why. If someone that skilled gives buffs, too? Damn.”

    In Wonderland, whether it’s physical strength, mental power, or pure skill, people with exceptional real-life talent get in-game bonuses.

    Like someone with incredible reflexes pulling off crazy chains of critical hits by aiming at enemy weak spots.

    Actual Olympic athletes or pro fighters often end up ranking in combat classes.

    So if Yoo-hyun became a Bard, he’d definitely get that kind of bonus too.

    ‘Of course, right now he’s just someone who plays well, not a real Bard. And even if he does change class, he’d still need the money to afford the instruments.’

    Pengkoon was thinking that—

    When…

    “I’m starting now.”

    Yoo-hyun, fully prepared, raised the bow and got into position.

    He was about to play.

    Pengkoon glanced to the side.

    Charles looked reverent, Martin had a curious smile, but Geye still seemed totally uninterested.

    ‘Man, I hope this knocks her down a peg or two.’

    He wasn’t particularly close with Yoo-hyun, but after all the crap he’d been through with NPCs, he found himself wanting to root for another player.

    And they’d be doing content together for a while, so he wanted things to go well.

    Pengkoon watched Yoo-hyun quietly, silently cheering him on.

    And then—

    Zing.
 The bow brushed the strings, and the note rang out.

    “…!”

    And then, something incredible started to happen inside the cathedral.

    
      Back to the present.
    

    Yoo-hyun slowly lowered the bow after finishing his performance.

    “…Phew.”

    He let out a quiet breath, so soft no one else could hear.

    After a blazing six-minute battle against the metaphorical flames, he didn’t want to just throw it all away with a single sigh.

    The bow, which had reached so high, finally came down, bringing him back to reality.

    From that private world where only he and his violin existed… back to the real one.

    Just like last time, it felt kind of heartbreaking.

    That kind of special feeling—he could only ever get it when he played.

    Yoo-hyun gently opened his eyes.

    “….”

    He looked at the people in front of him.

    Charles. Martin. Pengkoon. And Geye.

    ‘Did they feel it?’

    He knew it wasn’t a flawless performance.

    There were a few mistakes; some notes were slightly off.

    But his heart had been in it more than ever.

    It was everything he had poured into one performance.

    So… could they really feel the music and what it meant?

    The answer came immediately.

    “…Gasp.”

    “Haa…”

    “Holy…”

    Everyone in the cathedral let out a stunned breath at the same time.

    Geye’s skeptical eyes were long gone, replaced by a different light.

    Charles looked like he’d gone from “I trust you” to… something even deeper.

    While Yoo-hyun was still processing all of that—

    
      Ding!
    

    
      [Geye was deeply moved by your performance.]
    

    A familiar sound, followed by a beautiful notification.

    The quest had succeeded.

    ‘I did it…!’

    He’d just unlocked the opportunity to perform with Geye in a duet.

    It also proved that his violin skills were solid.

    Then—

    
      Ding!
    

    
      [Geye’s affection has gone from rock bottom to max level.]
    

    
      [You’ve unlocked a First-Time Achievement!]
    

    
      [Title Unlocked: "First Impressions Are Just That"]
    

    
      Description: You are the only player to ever raise an NPC's affection from the lowest to the highest in a single moment.
    

    
      Ding!
    

    
      [Martin was deeply moved by your performance.]
    

    
      [Martin’s affection went from average to max level.]
    

    
      Ding!
    

    
      [Charles was deeply moved by your performance.]
    

    
      [Charles’ affection exceeded the max and rose to a new level!]
    

    
      [You’ve unlocked a First-Time Achievement!]
    

    
      [Title Unlocked: "Fanatic"]
    

    
      Description: Your music has turned a listener into a believer. From now on, this NPC will believe anything you say—even if you claim red beans can be used to brew soy sauce.
    

    The notifications just kept coming, loud and chaotic.

    ‘Wh-what even is all this…’

    Yoo-hyun’s eyes were wide with shock.

    
      [You’ve raised three NPCs’ affection to max with a single performance.]
    

    
      [You’re the first player on the beginner server to earn two first-time achievements at once.]
    

    
      These achievements create a synergy effect. Your rewards will be upgraded.
    

    
      [Assessing appropriate rewards based on criteria…]
    

    ‘R-Rewards?’

    Yoo-hyun’s eyes grew even wider.

    
      Ding!
    

    
      [Assessment complete.]
    

    
      [You gained +10 Charisma from your extraordinary performance.]
    

    
      [A temporary buff has been granted to everyone in the cathedral.]
    

    
      [This is an incredible achievement!]
    

    
      [You are the first user to apply a buff 
      
        without using a skill
      
      !]
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    [A temporary buff has been applied within the cathedral.]
 [This is an astonishing achievement!]
 [You are the first user to grant a buff without using a skill!]

    As soon as the performance ended, a flood of notifications popped up.

    "Wait, what...?"
 "Whoa..."

    Everyone in the room turned their eyes to Yoo Hyun

    The first to snap out of the daze was Pengkoon.

    
      "No way… He gave a buff without even using a skill?"
    

    Being just a party member, Pengkoon didn’t have access to many notifications like Yoo Hyun did.
 But even the few he could see were enough to leave him completely stunned.

    [First-time Achievement Unlocked]
 [Title Acquired]
 [First User to Grant a Buff Without Using Any Skill]

    Every single notification was something totally out of the ordinary.
 Actually, no—they weren’t just special; they were unheard of.

    
      [‘Hamdin’ has donated ₩500,000]
    

    
      "What the heck is this? He got two first-time achievements and triggered a buff through synergy??"
    

    
      [‘Inun’ has donated ₩200,000]
    

    
      "No way, this has to be a hidden piece. There was still a first-time user title left in the beginner’s village??"
    

    
      [‘HodadakMedadak’ has donated ₩100,000]
    

    
      "LMAO look at the viewer count go up, is this real??"
    

    
      [‘KimJaemMin’ has donated ₩5,000]
    

    
      "This is my whole allowance... take it all, TT."
    

    It was a once-in-a-lifetime spectacle, and donations started pouring in like a flood.
 Viewership spiked close to 1,000 in moments, and the chat was instantly filled with nothing but "?" and "!?"

    Because being “first” meant one thing in this world—a hidden piece.

    
      [‘BardBoomIsComing’ has donated ₩100,000]
    

    
      "Okay, but what does the buff actually do?? Show us! I’m going nuts here!"
    

    "Oh, hang on... looks like it boosts all stats. +10 to everything and 15% bonus damage? What the hell?!"

    Pengkoon’s eyes widened as he shared his screen, showing the notification:

    
      [All Stats +10, Bonus Damage +15%, Duration: 30 minutes]
    

    The chat exploded, turning black from the sheer number of comments.

    Royal court musicians could usually give buffs that increased damage by around 20%.
 Yoo Hyun's was a bit lower in that one area, but it also gave a full +10 to all stats.

    If you think of it as spreading points evenly, that’s basically the same as gaining 10 whole levels.

    
      “This is unreal... what the hell just happened?”
    

    Maybe it was because it came from a hidden piece?
 Whatever it was, the effect made no sense by normal standards.

    As Pengkoon tried to process what had just happened, another person was equally shocked—Charles.

    
      “Even Geye’s eyes changed… in just one performance…”
    

    Charles glanced at Geye.
 When it came to music, no one was pickier or more critical than him.
 The only musician he ever truly acknowledged was Saint Paolo.
 When they planned to bring in an outside musician, Geye insisted the person had to be someone at least on the level of a royal court musician.

    
      “Geye was second only to Paolo… and even convincing him was hard.”
    

    He had devoted his entire life to the violin, and with that kind of skill, it was natural for him to look down on most musicians.

    But now he had that look in his eyes—like someone falling in love for the first time.

    
      “If even Geye’s like this, how could I be any different?”
    

    That’s exactly why Charles became a believer-no, a fanatic for Yoo Hyun
 If even Geye was moved this deeply, how could this guy not be a god of music?

    Charles silently made up his mind to do anything for Yoo-hyun from now on.
 Whether it was performances, favors, or anything.

    
      “Is that even a violin performance anymore…?”
    

    Geye felt the same.
 Hearing Yoo Hyun play made him question everything he’d done in his entire career.
 Maybe what he had been doing wasn’t really “playing,” but just technical practice.

    
      “I don’t have the confidence to perform like that.”
    

    No matter how good his technique was, he couldn’t bring such vivid imagery to life through sound.
 To actually show the emotions you want your audience to feel—that was supposed to be impossible.

    
      “And yet… he did it.”
    

    At some point, even in his own thoughts, “that crazy bastard” had become “that man.”

    
      “Looks like it’s time I admit it.”
    

    Musicians communicate through music.
 And when you meet someone that good, it’s only right to show respect.

    Geye stood up and shouted toward Yoo Hyun, dropping his pride and ego completely.

    “I’ll be in your care for the rest of the ceremony! Please teach me a lot during the rehearsal period!”

    Yoo Hyun smiled softly and answered:

    “Of course. I’ll be in your care too.”

    And just like that, with everyone’s recognition…

    “Well then, shall we begin our first group rehearsal?”

    Yoo Hyun's journey officially began.

    His first real step toward the sacred ceremony.

    “Don’t relax until the very last note. Hold it to the end. Okay, good job, everyone!”
 “Whew… finally done…”
 “Haaah…”

    Their first full rehearsal ended in a total success.
 Everyone looked exhausted, drenched in sweat… except for Yoo Hyun, who looked as calm as ever.

    “So, what time should we meet for rehearsal tomorrow?”

    “Huh…”

    They had just finished, and he was already asking about the next session.
 Charles wiped his sweat and barely managed a reply:

    “Anytime after the 2 PM mass is fine.”

    “Then let’s meet at 2.”

    “Yes, conductor.”

    Unanimously, Yoo Hyun had been chosen as conductor.
 From creating the musical phrases to tuning, to running the entire rehearsal—everything started and ended with him.

    There were some repeat practices due to minor mistakes, but no arguments.
 Everyone had already come to trust him.

    “My fingers almost gave out from playing nonstop…”
 “How can he conduct without resting a second… and still play the keyboard at the same time?”
 “I’ve never practiced like this before… Maybe this is how you reach that level of performance.”

    Charles, Martin, and Geye all looked at Yoo Hyun with their own thoughts.

    Then, Charles suddenly remembered something.

    “Oh, right, we still need to sign the contract. I almost forgot while catching my breath.”

    He brought out the contract and handed it to Yoo Hyun

    “Here you go.”

    The calligraphy was elegant, with a sealing stamp—like something out of a fantasy film.
 Yoo Hyun took the contract.

    Ding!
 [You have obtained ‘The Elder’s Contract.’]

    “Take your time reading it. If you’ve got any questions, feel free to ask. This is backed by the cathedral—there shouldn’t be any shady terms. Use this seal to sign.”

    Just as Charles said, there wasn’t anything strange in the contract.
 The main points were to attend rehearsals sincerely and do your best for the success of the ceremony.

    
      “…Honestly, this is a good deal.”
    

    At least they weren’t trying to squeeze extra labor or scam him.
 They just wanted honest effort. That alone made it a top-tier contract.

    Yoo Hyun quickly read through everything and nodded.
 Then he reached the part at the end labeled Rewards.

    
      [Rewards]
    

    Finally, he would be paid.

    He wasn’t sure what the badge was for, but what caught his eye was the 50 gold.

    
      “So if I stamp this, I get 50 gold…”
    

    That was almost a month’s rent. Or 20 buckets of fried chicken.

    Yoo Hyun gulped and stamped it.

    Ding!
 [Contract Complete.]
 [You have received 50 Gold as a reward.]

    The contract sparkled and disappeared into his inventory.

    
      “Let’s goooo! Finally!”
    

    Maybe tonight he’d splurge on chicken. Heck—maybe even add cheese balls. Go wild.

    Charles took the contract back with a proud smile and asked:

    “Yoo hyun, practice is over for today… what do you plan to do now?”

    “Hmm…”

    Honestly, his goal was already pretty much met.
 He’d gathered tons of sound, earned 50 gold, and even played violin—overachieved, really.

    
      “But… is that really enough? Feels like I want more.”
    

    Ever since he logged into Wonderland, things had been different.
 Weird in a good way. Things that never happened in his tiny room were happening all the time.

    This whole experience—he was really enjoying it.

    Could he really just log out now?

    “Do you have no interest in things like hunting or exploring, like other Outsiders?”
 “Not that I’m not interested… I’ve just never tried hunting before.”
 “W-What? Never?? If you don’t mind me asking… what level are you?”

    Charles’s eyes went wide.

    Outsiders were known for having skills and leveling up.
 With musical ability like this, Yoo Hyun had to be high-level, right?

    At least the strongest in town. Maybe more.

    But then—

    “I’m level 1.”
 “…Huh?”
 “Haha, I’ve only been playing for two days.”

    Yoo Hyun scratched his head awkwardly and smiled.

    “Y-You’re serious?!”

    How could someone this insane still be level 1?
 Most Outsiders grind and leave this town in a blink.

    
      “Wait. So… he did all this at level 1? Not just piano—he played violin too??”
    

    Charles couldn’t believe it.
 If it wasn’t from levels or skills, then where the hell was that music coming from?

    
      “What happens if someone like him does level up…”
    

    If Yoo Hyun became like other Outsiders… if he raised his level, just how amazing could he become?

    Charles’s eyes sparkled.

    
      “I swore I’d support him in every way. I’ll make sure he can get used to hunting and level up easily.”
    

    More than just like other Outsiders—he’d make sure Yoo-hyun had a way easier time than anyone else.

    
      Ding!
    

    
      [‘Fanatic’ trait activated for Charles.]
    

    “I think I might be able to help you out.”

    “Help me?”

    “I can set things up so you can hunt and explore like the other Outlanders. You can practice in your free time, and it won’t even eat up your schedule.”

    “Wait, seriously?”

    “Turns out, my son knows a thing or two about swordsmanship.”

    Charles’ eyes lit up as he spoke.

    “He’s been swinging a sword his whole life, so you’ll be in good hands. Just wait here a moment—I’ll go bring him.”

    After saying that, Charles left the cathedral. He returned not long after, with someone else walking beside him.

    “Yoo Hyun, I’m back!”

    The man Charles brought with him stood out even from a distance—broad-shouldered, tanned, and built like someone who’d spent a lifetime training.

    “…Huh?”

    Yoo Hyun had seen him before.

    Their eyes met.

    “So, I’m supposed to be teaching this one?”

    The man whom Charles had introduced as his son was none other than…

    
      [‘C2C’ has donated 10,000 won.]
    

    – Wait, what’s big bro doing here??

    – ??

    – ???

    – LOL

    “…Instructor?”

    “…You’re… that kid?”

    It was none other than Instructor Olsen—the same guy who’d given Yoo Hyun his very first quest.

    
      Later, somewhere in the town square.
    

    Yoo Hyun stood with Pengkoon, and behind them was Olsen.

    “I sent the gold to your mailbox. Just hit the mailbox button and you’ll see 200 gold waiting there.”

    He opened it, and sure enough, a white envelope and a big ol’ stack of shiny gold coins.

    200 gold, sent by Pengkoon.

    Yoo Hyun stared at the screen, a bit dazed.

    
      “200 gold… That’s two million won…”
    

    That was more than what he’d make after working nonstop for an entire month.

    He planned to treat himself to some chicken for dinner.

    Cancelled. Absolutely not happening now.

    
      “We’re getting pizza. And spaghetti too.”
    

    The thought popped up without warning. Sure, the money was nice… but wasn’t this a little too much for what he did?

    
      “All I really did was play the violin once… then do a group performance…”
    

    Feeling a bit awkward, Yoo Hyun cautiously asked,

    “I checked… but are you really okay with this? That’s a lot of money…”

    “Huh? Oh, no, no, it’s totally fine!”

    Pengkoon waved his hands like it was nothing.

    “What you showed us today was priceless. Stuff like that? You can’t even measure it in gold.”

    Raising someone’s affinity from rock bottom to max in an instant, achieving a first-ever in-game feat, and having two firsts synergize with each other… It wasn’t an exaggeration to call what happened a once-in-a-lifetime miracle.

    
      “Is he really a newbie? He doesn’t seem to realize just how crazy what he pulled off was.”
    

    Yoo Hyun might not know it, but what he did had left a mark.

    
      [‘Hamdin’ has donated 10,000 won.]
    

    – Does he really not know...? Is this some kind of next-level humblebragging?

    – Big spender bro is mad again

    – That’s the third time he’s been mad today LOL

    – Sudden quest, first-ever title, buffed with no skills… all of that happened at once. I’d be stunned too

    
      [‘TtaengkeonIsTtaengkeon’ has donated 1,000 won.]
    

    – Pengkoon’s probably thrilled with all that juicy content LOL, I know I’d be. Lemme just smash that like real quick

    – He can split today’s footage into a bunch of clips, each one’s gonna get hundreds of thousands of views, easy

    – pengkoon: burp mmm… sweet content

    – bruh that burp smell tho

    No joke—what Yoo Hyun pulled off today was worth way more than 200 gold.

    Hell, it was probably worth even more than that.

    
      “No need to tell him.”
    

    Pengkoon decided not to explain how incredible it all was.

    He’d find out soon enough, just by watching the videos. That’d make it all the more fun and dramatic anyway.

    
      “And if his reaction’s good, I can bring him on again as a guest later.”
    

    Thinking ahead, Pengkoon casually brushed it off.

    “No worries at all. So, how about the next shoot on the day of the ritual?”

    “Yeah, I’ll DM you the night before.”

    They agreed on a shoot one week later. No point filming every little practice session between now and then.

    Pengkoon gave him a bright smile.

    “Alright, I’ll get going then! I’ll be in touch!”

    – Bye, musician guy!

    – See ya next time!

    – Peng peng! Bye-bye!

    “Take care, pengkoon!”

    Yoo Hyun returned the smile and waved. Then Olsen, who’d been silently waiting nearby, spoke up.

    “Done talking? Let’s move.”

    “Yes, sir. Let’s go, Instructor.”

    The two of them headed to the training grounds just outside the town.

    A patch of dry dirt like an open field, scattered weeds poking through, and rows of training dummies lined up neatly.

    He’d come back to the very place where he first woke up in the game.

    It had already been two days since then.

    Olsen gave him a level look and said plainly,

    “Before we start, let me make one thing clear. My father may speak politely to you, but I don’t use honorifics with the people I train.”

    “Of course. You’re basically my teacher, after all.”

    “Good. Glad we’re on the same page. Now, pick up that wooden sword.”

    Yoo Hyun grabbed the wooden sword.

    Smooth and solid, a little blunt but still rough against his skin—classic cheap training wood.

    
      “Can’t believe I’m actually learning swordsmanship…”
    

    He’d always thought it’d be nice to try hunting and leveling up like other players someday—but he didn’t expect that “someday” to be today.

    He’d done ballet and dance before, sure, but holding a sword? This was brand new territory.

    
      What kind of sword techniques would he learn?
    

    And this was Charles’ son, no less—surely there’d be some cool, special techniques, right?

    With excitement, Yoo Hyun asked,

    “So, what should I do first?”

    Olsen looked at him like he was being ridiculous.

    “Start with that dummy you whacked last time. Hit it four more times.”

    
      Ding!
    

    
      [Quest: Strike the training dummy 10 times with the wooden sword.]
    

    “…Ah.”

    Yoo Hyun let out a sheepish laugh.

    
      “Right… I still haven’t finished the level 1 tutorial quest…”
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    Yoo Hyun wrapped his fingers around the wooden practice sword, then thrust both arms sky‑high.

    Whoosh!
 A split‑second later, the blade slapped into the training scarecrow, carving the air with a sharp whistle.

    
      WHUMP!
    

    A dull jolt ran up his wrist—way heavier than anything he ever felt while playing an instrument.

    “Yeah, I’d never get away with this in real life,” he thought. A performer’s hands are everything; rough sports are basically taboo for him. That made this place the only one where he could enjoy a thrill like this.

    Once, twice, three times… four clean strikes in total.

    
      DING!
    

    [Quest Complete]
 [Reward: “Basic Swordsmanship” acquired]
 [Skill “Sword Mastery (Rank F)” acquired]

    Finally, the tutorial quest was off his plate.
 Olsen, who’d been watching quietly, spoke in his low drawl.

    “Nice. Tutorial’s done. Open your Skills tab and check Sword Mastery—it should be sitting there.”

    Yoo Hyun nodded.

    
      DING!
    

    
      [Sword Mastery (Rank F): Your one‑handed sword attacks deal 110 % damage. Attack speed +2 %.]
    

    “It’s a rank‑up skill,” Olsen explained. “Fill the mastery bar, and the rank goes up; no skill points needed. And the higher your mastery, the harder every attack hits—skills included. You can pile on flashy abilities, but if your mastery’s trash, they’re just shiny toys.”

    Yoo Hyun bobbed his head. Same rule as music: fundamentals first.

    “No shortcuts for the mastery bar,” Olsen went on. “Practice and real fights raise it. Weak enemies give crumbs, strong ones give a chunk. You’ll see.”

    Yoo Hyun focused on the tooltip.

    [Sword Mastery (Rank F) – Mastery 0.00 %]
 Land a strike with perfect form: +0.5 % mastery (value varies by rank).
 Fight monsters one tier lower: +0.1 % per kill. Same tier: +1–2 %. Higher tier: up to +10 %.

    “So stance really is everything…” he muttered. If killing weak mobs barely moves the needle, nailing perfect form clearly matters more.

    “Time for your reward: Basic Swordsmanship. First lesson’s the slash. Watch and copy.”

    Olsen gripped his own wooden blade. He raised it overhead, exhaled, and sliced the empty air.

    
      FWOOOSH!
    

    The sword and his body flowed as one—the motion impossibly smooth.

    Yoo Hyun swallowed. That sound… from a wooden sword?

    Just a casual swing, yet the weight of a lifetime radiated from it.

    “Your turn.”

    “Got it.”

    Yoo Hyun tightened his grip, replaying Olsen’s move in his head.

    
      Was it like this?
    

    He lifted both arms and chopped downward. The result was an awkward swish and a sad little thud.

    “Keep your chin up, back straight,” Olsen coached. “Inhale as you raise your arms, tighten your core, then drop the strike—boom, all the power in one burst.”

    Following the instructions, Yoo-hyun's whole body tensed. The stance felt so stiff he wondered if he could even swing.

    He swung anyway.

    
      WHOOMP—!
    

    A crisp, satisfying sound rang in his ears.

    
      [Sword Mastery (Rank F) +0.5 %]
    

    Olsen nodded. “Not bad. Hold that posture and give me twenty reps. That’s the next quest.”

    
      DING!
    

    [Quest: Basic Swordsmanship (1)]
 Grade: E
 Requirement: Learner of Basic Swordsmanship
 Reward: Olsen’s Affection ↑ | Bonus rewards based on Contribution
 Failure: Blocks follow‑up quest “Basic Swordsmanship (2)”
 Details: Strike the scarecrow 20 times with perfect form. Extra practice = extra loot.

    Yoo Hyun's eyes narrowed. “What kind of bonus are we talking about?”

    “If you’re sniffing around for rewards, you really are an Outsider, huh? Just land the twenty-first—easier said than done.” Olsen’s tone held a tiny jab; clearly abandoning the quest two days ago still annoyed him.

    “Understood.”

    “I’ll go check on the other newbies. Knock yourself out.”

    Once alone, Yoo Hyun gripped the wooden sword, filled his lungs, and hammered it down.

    “…Nothing.”

    No mastery pop‑up, no quest counter ticking to two.

    Meaning one thing: his slash wasn’t good enough.

    
      What did I miss…?
    

    He replayed Olsen’s pointers—head angle, straight spine, wrist alignment, and breathing. Bit by bit, he rebuilt the stance like layering soil on a blank canvas.

    Only when the posture felt so alien and rigid that it nearly locked him in place—

    
      DING!
    

    [Strikes remaining: 18]
 [Sword Mastery (Rank F) +0.5 %]

    —he finally nailed it.

    
      Man, every rep leaves me gasping.
    

    At this rate, twenty perfect swings would take ages.

    
      An hour, easy.
    

    But Yoo Hyun had spent his life chained to repetitive practice.

    
      Been a while since something fired me up like this.
    

    His eyes lit up as he raised the blade again.

    
      Meanwhile, elsewhere in the yard…
    

    “Woo! Done at last! What a pain of a quest. Coach, gimmie the skill already!”

    “…Confirmed,” Olsen sighed.

    “I’ll knock out the next part later. Gotta go hunt now that I have a new skill, y’know?”

    Olsen watched the bored Outsider through half‑lidded eyes.

    “Suit yourself.”

    All that guy had done was wave a sword twenty times, yet he acted like it’d been pure torture.

    He hadn’t even learned the ‘s’ of swordsmanship.

    Pathetic, Olsen thought.

    He slumped onto an old chair in the corner of the training ground.

    
      Break time.
    

    With quitting time near, that last visitor was probably the final one today.

    
      So… dull.
    

    He might be a rookie‑village instructor now, but once he’d stood near the very peak of knighthood—an honorary knight who’d shared barracks with the kingdom’s pride, Kenneth.

    From the day he first picked up a sword at seven until today, he’d never skipped training. No natural talent, no legendary master—just dogged grit and persistence carried him up the ranks.

    If his father were younger and healthier, Olsen would still be riding as a knight. But a vacancy in his hometown’s training hall had opened, and guarding his father came first.

    He’d arrived with noble intentions of molding the next generation, only to meet a parade of hopeless Outsiders.

    Anything tough, and they complained. The first question out of their mouths was always What do I get for it? Lazy, but greedy beyond belief.

    “Counter won’t go up, coach!”
 “Man, perfect form only gives one point? Can’t I skip this quest?”
 “Who even uses Basic Swordsmanship once you’ve got real skills? Total time‑waster—typical money‑grab from DunderLand.”

    To a man who’d dedicated his life to the blade, it was alien behavior.

    
      You don’t need talent, but at least put in the work.
    

    Had anyone shown that spark, Olsen would’ve given them everything, never pushed them away.

    Because no matter how flashy your abilities, without fundamentals, they’re worthless.

    That had been proven in the capital already: the honorary knight Kenneth versus the Outsider champion Hwarang. All Hwarang’s special skills and flashy swings couldn’t break through Kenneth’s wall of basics.

    So why did Father vouch for that boy? Olsen’s gaze slid back to Yoo Hyun.

    His father had never once asked him for anything, yet introduced Yoo Hyun with almost religious fervor.
 But so far, the kid looked no different from the rest of these Outsiders…

    “Ah—! I really don’t have time to be swinging a wooden sword around!”
 “I’ve got something way more important—catch you later!”

    He’d actually quit and run off when the tutorial got tough. If that were his true nature, Olsen wouldn’t give him special treatment just because Father put in a good word.

    Still, Olsen refused to judge anyone too early. If the kid burned out, fine—so be it. If he proved himself, Olsen would reward him. A swordsman speaks with his sword, after all.

    
      …And for now, the kid’s working pretty hard.
    

    From the sweat soaking his clothes, Olsen guessed he’d landed about ten perfect strikes. Finishing the remaining ten would take another thirty minutes, maybe an hour.

    
      Maybe I’ll just rest my eyes a sec…
    

    Nine o’clock was approaching. He should’ve locked up by now, but Yoo Hyun's focus made Olsen leave the doors open.

    
      If he hits a wall, he’ll come and ask.
    

    Olsen’s eyelids drifted shut.

    
      FWUMP… FWOOOMP!
    

    In the empty night‑time yard, only the wind‑cleaving thrum of a practice blade echoed.

    Soaked head‑to‑toe, Yoo Hyun was still swinging.

    He’d blown past the required twenty a long time ago, and somewhere along the way, he stopped counting. Every perfect‑form slash sent a distinct pulse through his body—he’d felt that at least two hundred times by now.

    Each new swing made every muscle shriek.

    Arms and legs were jelly, and even his core trembled whenever he breathed.

    He swung anyway.

    No one was forcing him—why couldn’t he stop?

    At first, it was frustration.

    When he nailed Olsen’s stance, it felt exactly like the first time he’d picked up a violin: scrape an awkward note, get nothing but a squeal.

    Sure, he’d coaxed a decent tone soon enough, but it still took a full week to hit the sound he wanted—and when he did, the rush was indescribable.

    
      The more I swing, the more it’s like music.
    

    Swordplay and music shared the same beat:

    
      FWOOOSH!
    

    A sound he couldn’t produce earlier now came out naturally. It wasn’t Olsen‑level yet, but compared to his first swing, it was night and day. Keep this up and maybe—just maybe—he’d reach Olsen’s weighty whistle someday.

    
      And that’s why it’s fun.
    

    If it was this fun, he wanted to do it right, better than anyone. Not just random chops—real slashes, like Olsen’s.

    He believed that, like an instrument, relentless practice would eventually make the blade an extension of himself.

    So he kept swinging.

    Once, twice, three times… lungs on fire.

    Ten, eleven, twelve… cramps creeping up his arms.

    One‑hundred, one‑hundred‑one… sweat poured, every drop proof he was alive.

    Two‑hundred, two‑hundred‑one… the world blurred, everything fading except the sword in front of his eyes.

    
      This is amazing!
    

    He’d never guessed sword work could be this exhilarating. Turns out life held plenty of joys beyond music.

    Watching his technique refine with every slash was a thrill in itself.

    [Sword Mastery (Rank F) +0.5 %]
 [STR +1]
 [VIT +1]
 [AGI +1]
 …
 [STR +1]
 [VIT +1]

    Each pop‑up felt like the world itself cheering him on.

    He was having so much fun he completely forgot about logging out, just like that first violin session where he lost track of time.

    He swung on and on.

    “—You! Hey, you! Still going?!”

    “…Huh?”

    A booming shout snapped him out of his trance. Instructor Olsen.

    “How long are you planning to keep at this? Enough—It’s three in the morning!”

    “What…?”

    Yoo Hyun tilted his head up; the sky was pitch‑black.

    “Is this all for the rewards? Even so—this is insane!”

    “…I’m doing it ’cause it’s fun.”

    “What?”

    Olsen blinked, sure he’d misheard.

    “Swinging a wooden sword at a scarecrow… and that’s fun?”

    A soft grin spread across Yoo-hyun's face.

    “It feels like playing an instrument.”

    Pure excitement radiated from him.

    “Every time I swing, the mastery bar ticks up, my stats rise, and the stance feels more natural. It’s addictive—I forgot everything else.”

    “Huh…”

    Olsen studied him.

    
      Swinging a sword like playing an instrument…
    

    There was no lie in those eyes. Olsen had seen that look before.

    
      Kenneth once told me nothing thrilled him like moving a blade, that the joy alone pushed him to the top.
    

    Same for Olsen, back when he’d first touched a sword—sheer glee kept him drilling through rain and snow.

    The fire in Yoo Hyun's gaze was exactly that: the iron resolve of someone racing toward the summit.

    
      An Outsider like this—here of all places…
    

    He couldn’t remember the last time he’d met one. Maybe never.

    Olsen was both pleased and floored.

    “Ugh—”

    Yoo Hyun wobbled, then collapsed. He tried to brace on his wooden sword, but that wasn’t happening.

    “Gah, I’m dead…”

    Flat on his back, he stared at the sky. A broad shadow fell across his face—Olsen’s thick hand.

    “Up you get. Sleep here and you’ll seize up. You’ll ache like hell, but crash at the inn and you’ll loosen up.”

    Yoo Hyun stared blankly, groaning.

    “By the way—how many swings was that? I’ll make sure you’re properly paid; just give me the number.”

    Yoo Hyun glanced at the system window.

    [Extra swings: 401]
 [Sword Mastery (Rank E) – Mastery 50.25 %]

    “Four hundred and one.”

    “F‑four hundred? Four hundred perfect strikes?”

    Olsen gaped.

    Most Outsiders can’t manage twenty, and while I dozed, he hit four hundred?
 If I hadn’t interrupted, who knows how far he’d have gone?

    A terrifying level of grit.

    
      I think I understand why Father vouched for him.
    

    Yoo Hyun's determination lit a matching fire inside Olsen.

    
      Haven’t felt this fired up in ages.
    

    He suddenly wanted to train the kid—maybe this was the heir to his will.

    Just as that thought settled—

    
      DING!
    

    That familiar chime that always made Yoo Hyun's heart leap:

    
      [Olsen’s Affection has skyrocketed!]
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      Chirp‑chirp—
    

    A new morning dawned in Wonderland.

    Yoo Hyun’s eyes eased open—or really, they popped open on their own.

    
      Sleep completely. HP, MP, and Fatigue are fully restored. 
    

    
      “Mmm.”
    

    In Wonderland, besides HP and MP, there was a stat called Fatigue.
 If it hit zero, you were just as helpless as in real life—you couldn’t do a thing.

    
      Man, time’s already flown.
    

    There were two ways to refill that bar:

    
      Why waste six hours offline when an inn does it in one?
    

    Besides, only a single day had passed in‑game. Out in the real world, it was still a bright afternoon—he’d logged in at ten a.m., so he’d only been inside the capsule four hours tops.

    
      Score—one hour of real‑world nap time? Total cheat.
    

    Even the fuzzy headache from full‑dive was mostly gone.
 Now he totally got why players slept inside the game.

    
      “Hoo‑ah.”
    

    Stretching on the bed, Yoo Hyun felt every ache disappear.
 “No pain at all.”

    Arms that had been splitting, thighs that felt torn—good as new.
 He felt reborn, even refreshed.

    
      Time for a quick review.
    

    He imagined gripping the wooden sword, sank into stance, and sliced the air.
 From the side? You’d never guess he was a newbie—the moves were smooth.
 That’s what 400 perfect front‑slashes did for you.

    
      Right—something leveled yesterday.
    

    He opened his stat window.

    [ Nickname: Yoo Hyun ]
 [ Level: 1 ]
 [ Class: None ]
 [ STR : 8 (+3)   DEX : 6 (+1)   INT : 5
 VIT : 8 (+3)   MAG : 5   HOL : 0   CHA : 10 (+10) ]
 [ Titles: First Impressions Lie, Zealot ]
 [ Sword Mastery (E‑Rank): One‑handed sword deals 120% damage; attack speed +4%. ]

    Compared with yesterday, STR and VIT were up by 3, and CHA had rocketed up by 10.
 Sword Mastery had ranked up and was already halfway to the next tier.

    Yoo Hyun’s fist clenched in a little thrill.

    
      Hell yeah.
    

    Whether a stat jumped by one or two wasn’t the point—
 It was proof that effort turned straight into results here.

    
      A world that rewards you the moment you grind? Freaking electric.
    

    
      “All right—let’s roll.”
    

    Quick stretch, out the inn door, down the street.
 Fresh morning air filled his lungs.

    Time for training.

    
      Same time, at the training grounds…
    

    Instructor Olsen was wrangling newbies as usual.

    “Twenty reps is way too much, can’t you cut it down a bit?”
 “This isn’t a flea market—stop haggling, guests, kid.”

    The daily bickering soundtrack.

    “Morning, sir!”

    Yoo Hyun trotted up, waving.

    Olsen’s face lit up like he’d been waiting.

    “Ah, you’re here! How’s the body? Muscle pain gone?”
 “Took yesterday off, feel great.”
 “Excellent! I had a ton to teach you—good timing.”
 “Awesome!”
 “Come, step over. New moves today.”

    His voice was practically excited—hard to believe this was the same frosty instructor from before.

    “Today, I’ll show you rising slash, diagonal down‑slash, diagonal up‑slash, and horizontal slash. That makes five attack‑and‑block directions in total.”

    He sounded like he’d just met an old friend.

    “Only showing you these, so pay attention—they’ll all be useful.”

    Eyes all around went wide.
 The way Olsen spoke, the special lesson—nothing like the treatment they got.

    What the… why’s he so sweet to that player?
 Special training? He only taught me down‑slash and called it a day.
 Five directions? Is he getting the whole moveset?

    Olsen was notorious in the starter town for being ice‑cold.
 Stone‑face, dagger‑eyes, no mercy.
 Players just thought he was a stuck‑up drill sergeant.

    Then Yoo Hyun shows up and maxes the dude’s affection bar.

    While the quest took twenty swings to clear, Yoo Hyun had swung four hundred times.
 Unheard of then, probably forever.

    So, Olsen’s favoritism? Yep, kinda earned.

    But that wasn’t all.

    “Don’t you get bored doing pure basics every day?”
 “Bored? I feel myself improve every swing. It’s a blast.”
 “No interest in flashy skills or special powers?”
 “Not that I don’t care—it’s just that tricks without fundamentals are useless.”
 “Exactly!”

    They clicked.
 Serious attitude toward the sword, belief in basics, grit, and focus—check, check, check.

    Plus? The kid was talented.

    
      Picks up a motion in one glance—sharp eye.
    

    His reflexes were top‑tier, probably from being a musician: timing had to be perfect on stage, so focus and body control came built‑in.

    
      He did mention playing when the sword reminded him of an instrument…
    

    Grinding scales for one flawless note—yeah, that’s torture training.
 No wonder he could push through sword drills.

    
      Rare to see talent 
      
        and
      
       perseverance in one guy.
    

    A few runs and Yoo Hyun had the new slashes down.
 He understood sword mechanics. Form needed polish, combat experience could come later.

    
      Speaking of experience… perfect timing.
    

    Olsen’s eyes lit up with a fun idea.

    “Come over here a sec.”
 “Sir?”
 “You’ve learned enough—time to test it in combat.”
 “Heading to a hunting ground?”

    Yoo Hyun glanced around.

    “I’m stuck guarding this place, so no field trip. But I can summon a practice dummy.”

    Snap. Olsen flicked thumb and finger; a hologram popped up in front of Yoo Hyun.

    “…A scarecrow?”

    A scrawny, hoe‑wielding scarecrow, unlike anything normally in the yard.
 Players’ eyes zeroed in.

    “What the heck?”
 “No way—that’s the elite drill I saw in a vid. Only people Olsen approves of get it!”

    Deadpan, Olsen explained:

    Knights train with this sim. Five stages—gets harder with each level. The highest score for Outsiders is ‘Hwarang’ at stage four.

    Name‑drop: Hwarang. Players gasped.

    
      Hwarang? Number‑one swordsman on the rankings?!
    

    Yoo Hyun, clueless, just asked, “What’s the average?”

    “For Outsiders? Hitting stage two means you’ve got real talent. It’s tougher than it looks.”

    Yoo Hyun’s eyes narrowed.

    
      Stage four… must be a beast.
    

    Whoever Hwarang was, Yoo Hyun had no thoughts of topping the chart—he wasn’t a lifelong martial artist.

    
      Average is stage two, huh?
    

    Didn’t mean he lacked ambition, though.
 Why else swing that blade so hard? Now was the payoff.

    
      Shoot for stage three. Above average sounds nice.
    

    “Anything I should know? First real combat—I’ll take any tips.”
 “I’ll brief you on each stage. For now, remember yesterday’s down‑slash. Stage one’s cake with that.”

    Yoo Hyun nodded, gripping the practice sword.
 First live test—nerves fluttered; he swallowed.

    “FYI, stage‑one dummy won’t move. You attack first, then it counters.”
 “Got it.”

    He walked up. The scarecrow leveled its hoe at him.

    
      Every test has a purpose. What’s the gimmick here?
    

    It could be as simple as chopping it, but if it were that easy, most players wouldn’t stall at stage one or two.

    
      Remember that down‑slash from yesterday—stage one’s enough with that.
    

    A spark fired in his brain.

    
      This first dummy… is no different from the ones I practiced on.
    

    Until it countered, it was just another post.
 So, recall what worked on the training posts.

    Olsen’s voice flashed through his mind:

    
      “Chin up, back straight. Inhale, raise both arms…”
    

    Yoo Hyun calmly fixed his stance.

    
      Chin up. Back straight.
    

    Head position, arm angle, breath in the belly—he replayed every cue he’d drilled 400 times.

    
      If the test has any logic, this is the answer.
    

    No one on earth had practiced problem #1 more than him—confidence swelled.

    
      Hoo.
    

    He inhaled, arms rising over his head.

    
      Perfect form, perfect power—one clean strike!
    

    The wooden sword sliced down. The instant it hit—

    
      WHAM!
    

    A sharp boom popped.

    Olsen’s eyes shot wide.

    “Wh—what in the…?”

    
      

      

    

  
    

    
      Episode 13 – "Special Training"
    

    There’s something top-ranked players all say:

    “Looking back… I think I started differently from everyone else.”

    They either discovered dungeons first and cleared them before anyone else, or stumbled into life-changing events by falling off cliffs by accident.

    They started their journey with an unusual piece of luck—something most players never experience.

    That luck often led to legendary classes or weapons.

    And there was something else all those players shared in common, something that happened right at the beginning—in the starter village:

    “I went through something called special training.”

    Yep, the same “special training” Yoo Hyun was doing right now in the beginner training field.

    To qualify for this special training, there was only one requirement:
 Be acknowledged by the instructor.

    Sounds simple, right?

    But in reality, it was anything but. The criteria were always different.

    Each village had different instructors with different personalities and backstories. One might acknowledge you for showing talent, another for helping with a tricky personal problem, or even for sharing the same ideals.

    So yeah, no one could really post a guide or walkthrough for this. It was entirely case-by-case.

    Despite hundreds of millions of players passing through the training grounds, only about 10,000 had ever been selected for the special training. That’s how rare it was.

    “The difficulty? Insane.
 But the rewards? Totally worth it.”

    The training got harder fast—like brutally fast—but the rewards rose just as steeply.

    And for Yoo Hyun, that very opportunity was now right in front of him.

    
      Whack!
    

    A loud crack echoed through the training ground.

    His wooden sword struck the scarecrow’s head with an intense slicing sound, so powerful that the scarecrow burst apart like a cloud of ashes.

    
      [ You have defeated the Stage 1 Scarecrow! ]
    

    Instructor Olsen’s eyes flew wide open.

    “Wha—What did you just…?”

    
      [ You have defeated the Stage 1 Scarecrow! ]
    

    The familiar system message popped up before Yoo Hyun.

    
      “I did it.”
    

    The scarecrow vanished into ashes the instant his attack connected, but the heavy recoil from the wooden sword still lingered in his wrist.

    
      “I actually did it.”
    

    Everything—from his grip strength to the angle of his arms to the breath he inhaled—was perfect.

    He’d practiced that exact form over 400 times, and now he’d pulled it off without a single mistake.

    A flawless strike. One that shattered the test.

    And the satisfaction? Immense. Overwhelming.

    He clenched his fist, overcome with emotion.

    Meanwhile, Olsen stared at the empty space where the scarecrow used to be.

    
      “He took it out in one blow…?”
    

    This wasn’t some basic beginner trial. This scarecrow test was tough—used to train even knight apprentices.

    For reference, knight apprentices were level 30 by outsider standards, and even they often struggled with this trial.

    The highest anyone had reached in this test was stage 5—and even that was a rare miracle across the entire server.

    That’s why Olsen had said he’d be impressed if Yoo Hyun just reached stage 2. Most players couldn’t even clear stage 1.

    
      “And if you mess up the first hit, that’s it—
 The scarecrow goes berserk, and you’re done.”
    

    The wooden sword Yoo Hyun was using dealt exactly the same amount of damage as the scarecrow’s HP.

    So, theoretically, if your form was absolutely perfect and you hit the exact right spot, you could one-shot it.

    But in reality? Even the slightest flaw would reduce the damage, and the scarecrow would survive.

    And then it counterattacks.

    From that moment on, you’re stuck fending off attacks while trying to finish it off—and that’s where the real difficulty kicks in. Defending while attacking isn’t easy. Not at all.

    That’s why this test basically boiled down to:

    
      How much damage can you land in your very first strike?
    

    Most players ended up scrambling, throwing 3–4 more strikes before barely surviving the encounter.

    Only one person ever managed to clear it in two hits: Hwarang.

    He was a literal prodigy, with freakish reflexes and natural sword talent. He was so skilled, he could replicate decent form with a sword he’d never even held before.

    And now, someone had just beaten even that record.

    Even Hwarang, known as a “genius among geniuses,” had to hit twice.
 But Yoo Hyun?
 One hit.

    He hadn’t just succeeded—he’d delivered a perfect strike to the scarecrow’s head, maxing out damage.

    
      “Even I have to admit… that was flawless form.”
    

    Olsen had trained with the sword his entire life.

    And Yoo Hyun’s slash—just now—was the exact kind of “cut” Olsen had dreamed of. He’d always emphasized the power of fundamentals, and Yoo Hyun had just embodied that ideal.

    “Excellent. You cleared Stage 1 beautifully.
 But Stage 2’s harder.
 Still want to try?”

    “Yes. I want to go on.”

    Yoo Hyun nodded without hesitation.

    He’d come here aiming to beat stage 3 from the start. No way he was backing down now.

    Clap! Olsen snapped his fingers, and a new hologram appeared before Yoo Hyun.

    
      “This one’s holding a hoe…?”
    

    Stage 2’s scarecrow now wielded a long farming hoe, nearly reaching up to Yoo Hyun’s shoulder. It was just standing there, but the size and reach alone gave off serious pressure.

    “From Stage 2 onward, the scarecrows move and strike first.
 Watch out—it’ll come for you.”

    Olsen gave one last bit of advice:

    “Remember—true swordsmanship is offense and defense as one.
 That’s all I’ll say.”

    “Got it!”

    Yoo Hyun grabbed his wooden sword tightly.

    “Begin!”

    At Olsen’s shout, the scarecrow slowly started walking toward him.

    
      Crack.
    

    Yoo Hyun adjusted his stance, his eyes sharpening.

    
      “I need to observe how it moves… figure out its patterns and timing.”
    

    Fighting something nailed to the ground was one thing.
 But something that moves?

    That was a whole different level.

    What’s worse, unlike in Stage 1, he didn’t even get the first strike this time.

    He’d heard most people failed at Stage 2. If he made a wrong move now, it could be over in a second.

    So he had to stay calm and read his opponent carefully.

    
      “Let’s just observe for now.”
    

    Step. Step. The scarecrow walked into Yoo Hyun’s attack range.

    Then it raised its pickaxe high above its head, ready to slam it down on him without mercy.

    
      “That’s a downward slash stance… Then—”
    

    The instructor always said every sword stance holds both offense and defense.

    That meant the form they learned today must have a way to defend against and counter the Stage 2 scarecrow.

    Yoo Hyun’s brain raced.

    
      “The answer is… an upward slash!”
    

    If offense and defense were one and the same, then a downward slash could be canceled out by an upward slash.

    Quickly adjusting his stance, he swung upward, just in time to intercept the heavy pickaxe dropping toward his head.

    
      Clang!
    

    A loud, harsh metallic sound rang out as the wooden sword clashed with the pickaxe.

    Yoo Hyun’s eyes sharpened.

    
      “Damn, it’s fast! If I’d hesitated even a second, I’d have been hit.”
    

    The scarecrow’s attack was so fast, it was hard to follow even with his eyes.

    If he hadn’t countered it with an upward slash right away, he would’ve been done for.

    
      “The difference from Stage 1 is huge.”
    

    Now he understood exactly why most players struggled here.

    It was only thanks to his repeated training that his body reacted faster than his mind. There was no way anyone could block this kind of attack just by watching and responding.

    But—something important revealed itself in that brief clash.

    
      “The scarecrow’s body leaned way back.”
    

    When he deflected the pickaxe with an upward slash, the scarecrow’s upper body bent backward from the impact.

    Which meant it was completely wide open—defenseless.

    And when its guard was down, it was no different from a Stage 1 scarecrow.

    He just had to confirm this theory one more time.

    
      “Just one more hit.”
    

    The scarecrow got back into stance, then came at him again with a brutal downward strike.

    Now was the time.

    
      Clang!
    

    Once again, Yoo Hyun countered.

    And just like before, the scarecrow’s body jerked backward.

    He’d seen it clearly now—when it leaned back like that, it became vulnerable.

    
      “Just like this…!”
    

    From the upward slash position, he smoothly followed the flow and swung down, using that same momentum and power.

    The entire movement was fluid. Like riding the crest of a wave.

    And just as his wooden sword reached the scarecrow’s head—

    
      Thud!
    

    A clean, solid strike echoed through the training ground.

    A flawless downward slash with not even the slightest error.

    And the moment Yoo Hyun realized he had nailed it—

    
      Boom.
    

    The scarecrow dropped to one knee, looking up at him.

    Its expression almost seemed… stunned.

    
      “So that was the answer.”
    

    Yoo Hyun smirked and reset his stance.

    
      “Come at me again. I’ll block it every time.”
    

    After finishing his training and the ensemble at the cathedral, Yoo Hyun logged out.

    Meanwhile, back at Charles’ house, dinner was underway.

    A long silence hung over the table, broken only by the quiet clinking of cutlery.

    Charles finally turned to Olsen and asked, cautiously,

    “Hey Olsen, how’s the musician doing?”

    His eyes were full of concern for the boy.

    Was he hurt during training? Did he find out he had no talent for swordsmanship and feel crushed?

    “…Well…”
 “Is it that hard to talk about? Then again, in my whole life, I’ve only seen one musician who was good with a sword.”

    Charles’ eyes narrowed slightly.

    
      ‘Music and swordsmanship are two totally different worlds.’
    

    Even if Yoo Hyun had impressive musical ability, that didn’t mean he’d naturally have talent in combat too.

    Different battlefield. Different weapon. That’s just how it is.

    Charles had recommended hunting to him, hoping he might take an interest like the other outworlders. But now, he was starting to worry if he’d done the wrong thing.

    That’s when Olsen, who’d been thinking quietly, finally spoke.

    “No, actually—it’s the opposite.”

    “…The opposite?”

    “He’s… a genius when it comes to swordsmanship.”

    “W-What? Are you serious?”

    “Yes.”

    Olsen began recalling what had happened in the training grounds.

    Specifically, the moment Yoo Hyun defeated the Stage 2 scarecrow.

    [ Stage 2 Scarecrow has been defeated! ]

    
      He kept blocking and countering, blocking and countering—over and over again.
    

    Stage 2 was designed to teach players how to deflect attacks and feel the dual nature of sword stances—both offense and defense.

    So when Yoo Hyun blocked the scarecrow’s pickaxe and followed up with a downward slash, that was exactly what they were supposed to do.

    
      But saying it is one thing. Actually doing it? Totally different.
    

    Even most people panic at a wasp buzzing at them, let alone blocking a massive pickaxe swinging straight for their head.

    It takes sharp eyes to read the motion, lightning-fast reflexes to react, and more than anything, a brave heart willing to risk it all.

    Yoo Hyun did that not once, but five times. With a smile on his face, no less.

    
      I couldn’t help wondering what kind of brain he has…
    

    Stage 3 was the same.

    The scarecrow attacked relentlessly with rakes in both hands, but Yoo Hyun blocked with horizontal slashes and followed up with upward strikes.

    He was shaken at first by the unpredictable angles, but only for a moment. He quickly analyzed the patterns and adjusted his stance.

    His sharp observation skills and the courage to instantly act on what he’d figured out—those stood out the most.

    
      If only he hadn’t been using a beginner’s wooden sword… maybe even Stage 4 would’ve turned out differently.
    

    Yoo Hyun’s training ended at Stage 4.

    By stage count alone, he stopped at the same level as Hwarang.

    But the way they got there was very different.

    Hwarang realized early on that his attacks weren’t landing and chose to stop.

    Yoo Hyun, on the other hand, kept blocking until his sword literally broke.

    And that meant everything.

    
      Hwarang is said to be one of the most gifted of all outworlders…
    

    If Hwarang reached Stage 4 through pure talent, then Yoo Hyun reached it through grit, effort, and strong fundamentals.

    If Yoo Hyun gains real battle experience and unlocks his potential, no one can even imagine what he might become.

    “He has the instincts, talent, everything a warrior needs. And he’s got grit and perseverance, too.”

    Olsen said solemnly.

    “He could become a great knight, if he wanted to walk that path.”

    “Wow… I never expected that from Yoo Hyun.”

    Charles’ eyes narrowed again.

    For his son to say someone had the qualities of a knight… that was the highest praise he could give.

    
      “I knew Yoo Hyun was special, but… to think he had talent for combat too.”
    

    It had been years since Charles had seen a musician who could also fight.

    Actually, as far as he could remember, there’d only been one.

    
      “Wait a second…”
    

    A thought suddenly crossed Charles’ mind as he remembered that person.

    “…Could it be? Do you think Yoo Hyun might have his potential?”

    “I think it’s possible.”

    That class… long forgotten, a myth for the past hundred years.

    “…So maybe, the successor has finally appeared.”

    And if anyone could be that person, it might just be Yoo Hyun.
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      Logging out in 1 second. Please make sure you're in a safe place. 
    

    Hissss... A soft sound escaped as the capsule slowly opened.

    “Whew…”

    Yoo Hyun had logged out and returned to reality. It had only been ten hours since he first entered the game.

    ‘…It still feels so real.’

    He slowly clenched and opened his fist. Even while sitting, he moved his body around slightly for no reason.

    
      ‘These hands… they blocked everything.’
    

    His hands still tingled from deflecting the hoe. That heavy impact when their weapons collided—the solid weight of it, and the huge recoil when he parried it.

    It reminded him of the rush he felt the first time he made a sound with his violin—or when dozens of instruments in an orchestra came together as one perfect note.

    It was a feeling so rare in life, something truly special. And for someone like Yoo Hyun, who had never even held a sword before, that sensation hit even harder.

    
      ‘I can’t believe I made it all the way to stage 4.’
    

    The boss on the fourth stage was a scarecrow over eight feet tall, armed with all kinds of farming tools—hoes, rakes, plows. Just standing in front of it had made his jaw drop.

    
      ‘Just like the instructor said—every stage was about mastering the basics.’
    

    In stage 1, he had to use a downward slash. In stage 2, both upward and downward. In stage 3, side slashes. And by stage 4, he had to combine everything he’d learned so far.

    Basically, if you mastered all the basic strikes, you could reach stage 5.

    His wooden sword broke during stage 4, and that failure ultimately came down to one thing: not enough mastery of the fundamentals.

    
      ‘If I’d deflected perfectly, my sword wouldn’t have snapped.’
    

    He wondered—if he had pulled off every strike today flawlessly, could he have reached stage 5?

    
      ‘Man, even after logging out, all I can think about is Wonderland.’
    

    Realizing how deep in thought he’d gotten, Yoo Hyun let out a quiet laugh.

    It had been so long since he’d gotten this immersed in something. Besides music, it might actually be the first time.

    Wonderland had become something special for him—deeply meaningful in a way nothing else had been for a long while.

    Bzzz.
 His phone buzzed from his pocket.

    [ (Web Message) Wonderland ]
 [ Sumare CEO ]
 [ Unknown sender (4) ]

    
      ‘Why are there so many messages?’
    

    Yoo Hyun started opening them one by one, in the order they came in.

    [ Web Message ]
 Nonghyup Deposit: 1,940,000 KRW
 09:40 1772-****-52

    
      ‘Whoa. It’s already been deposited?’
    

    Yoo Hyun’s eyes widened.

    He had requested a currency exchange for 200 gold through the in-game system, and now the cash had landed in his bank account. Minus a 3% fee, the amount was spot-on.

    
      ‘I really just made real money… from a game.’
    

    He remembered joking with Sang-chul hyung about this, never imagining it would actually come true.

    
      ‘A few hours of playing, and I made this much money…’
    

    He definitely couldn’t forget to thank Sang-chul for helping him discover this opportunity.

    
      ‘First thing tomorrow—I’m treating Sang-chul hyung to dinner. Anything he wants.’
    

    How he’d pay him back could wait. He’d figure it out piece by piece.

    Next, he checked the message from the CEO of Sumare.

    But the tone was… strange—nothing like the usual.

    
      [ Sumare CEO: Composer-nim, I’m really sorry. I know it’s rude to do something like this without asking... ]
    

    
      ‘What… what’s she apologizing for?’
    

    The message continued.

    She had apparently played one of Yoo Hyun’s compositions to a friend, without permission. That friend turned out to be a music producer.

    
      ‘She played my track for someone? Who?’
    

    It turned out the friend was a producer who had been searching for someone capable of orchestral arrangement. After hearing Yoo Hyun’s piece, they became really interested.

    
      [ Sumare CEO: They begged me, so I ended up giving them your contact. I know it was rude, and I apologize—if you’re uncomfortable, I’ll handle it. ]
    

    
      ‘Hmm…’
    

    Sure, it was a bit off-putting that she shared his contact without asking.

    But in the end, it opened a door for him, so it wasn’t something worth getting mad over.

    
      ‘I’m always open to commissions anyway.’
    

    Curious, he opened the message from the unknown sender who was likely the producer.

    
      [ Unknown Sender: Hello. I’m Park Jung-hoo, Team Leader of A&R Team 1 at SAM Entertainment. I heard your piece through CEO Sumare and really liked it, so I’m reaching out directly. ]
    

    The name sounded familiar.

    
      [ Unknown Sender: We’ve been looking for a composer who can handle orchestral arrangements, and your work fits our needs perfectly. ]
    

    
      [ Unknown Sender: If you’re open to it, we’d love to commission a track for the comeback album of ‘SugarGirls.’ ]
    

    
      ‘Wait… Park Jung-hoo from SAM Entertainment? SugarGirls’ comeback song??’
    

    Yoo Hyun stared at the screen in shock.

    
      ‘They reached out to me?’
    

    It was a job offer from one of the biggest idol agencies in the country.

    Even more shocking than getting 200 gold exchanged for cash.

    
      Munch.
    

    The rich, cheesy flavor of mozzarella filled his mouth. Right when it started getting a little too greasy, the tangy tomato sauce kicked in and balanced it out.

    The pizza was amazing. Worth every penny. A delicious reminder of capitalism at its finest.

    “This has to be a dream.”

    With a slice of pizza in one hand, Yoo Hyun’s eyes stayed glued to the monitor. More specifically, to SAM Entertainment’s official website.

    “I still can’t believe they reached out to me.”

    SAM was a top-tier idol agency, leading the global market and always ranked among Korea’s biggest entertainment companies.

    A quick look at the Watermelon music charts confirmed it—SAM’s artists were all over it.

    And now, someone from that company had just offered him a job.

    [ Park Jung-hoo: If it’s okay, could you send me two demo tracks—one classical, and one dance pop? ]
 [ Park Jung-hoo: I know asking for demos can be unpleasant, but I truly believe this could be a huge opportunity for you. I hope you’ll consider it seriously. ]

    
      ‘Demo tracks, huh…’
    

    Yoo Hyun’s gaze sharpened.

    This was, no doubt, a massive opportunity. But there was a catch: even though Park Jung-hoo liked his work, Yoo Hyun had no official composer credits, so the company wanted a demo to prove his ability.

    
      ‘In short, I just need to send them two solid demo tracks that show what I can do. One classical, one for idols.’
    

    A sort of skill test, in other words.

    He suddenly remembered reading an article about Park Jung-hoo before.

    
      ‘Didn’t they say all of SAM’s idol projects pass through his hands?’
    

    Apparently, the secret to SAM’s success was this guy’s bold ideas and unstoppable drive.

    
      ‘It makes sense. No experience means I have to prove myself. That’s totally fair.’
    

    There was no need to overthink it.

    The opportunity was in front of him—it was just a matter of whether he’d take it or not. And Yoo Hyun wasn’t someone to let chances like this slip by.

    
      ‘I already have “SUN,” that classical piece I made a while ago.’
    

    He was glad he’d experimented with different genres before. It was finally paying off.

    
      ‘Alright, now for the dance pop one. Let’s do this.’
    

    Yoo Hyun pushed the pizza aside and immediately opened his music production software.

    
      ‘What vibe should I go for?’
    

    What was the strongest emotion he had felt recently?

    There was only one answer.

    Thrill. The overwhelming thrill he felt inside the game. That’s the feeling he wanted to pour into this next song.

    
      ‘It’s dance pop, so I’ll start with the classic “money chord” progression.’
    

    It’s a pop song, so a familiar and catchy chord progression works best. Complex doesn’t always mean better.

    
      ‘And just because it has orchestral elements doesn’t mean it needs to sound classical right away. That can come later.’
    

    He decided to start with a bright, pop feel—and then slowly build into a dramatic section with a cappella and orchestral layers to bring in that epic sound.

    Ding. The first note was played.

    He began the intro with soft piano to set the mood.

    Then came a loud boom of drums, adding impact and rhythm. The start of something powerful.

    Next, he added a deep bass to bring groove and hold everything together. A solid backbone for the track.

    
      ‘Okay. The skeleton’s done.’
    

    Now that the basic skeleton was set, it was time to throw in one special ingredient—something you could only hear in this track.

    
      “How about starting with pure a cappella and then stacking violins on top?”
    

    The a cappella would signal the big build‑up; layer the violins bit by bit.

    When the a cappella hit its peak, every other instrument—piano, drums, bass—would kick in all at once.
 Think the rush in big pop anthems like “Viva La ___” or “We Young.”

    “Hm‑hm‑hm…”

    Yoo Hyun closed his eyes and pictured it:
 A single piano note at the start, then parts stacking, stacking—until an entire song took shape.
 He wasn’t actually singing aloud, but in his head he could hear it crystal clear.

    Before he knew it, the track reached its finale.
 All the instruments soared together, the lead vocal shooting into a sharp high note, harmonies piling up—pure goosebumps, even if only in his imagination.

    
      “All done… but…”
    

    He stared holes into the monitor.
 The song was finished, yet he had no way to listen to it right now. He really wanted a quick playback.

    
      “It feels good in my head, but still…”
    

    Running the whole thing in his mind, he couldn’t spot any glaring mistakes, but he was dying for a second opinion.

    
      “I’ll let Sang-chul hyung hear it.”
    

    Nodding, he glanced at the clock in the corner.

    
      “…It’s already this late?”
    

    The hands read 3 a.m.

    He’d been so deep in the zone he hadn’t noticed time flying by.
 So much for going to bed early tonight. Tomorrow no, tonight—I must sleep early…

    
      “Better text him before I crash.”
    

    He shot a message to Sang-chul:

    Yoo Hyun: Hyung, are you free tonight? Let’s grab dinner.

    He felt proud, accomplished—almost tipsy without a drop of alcohol.

    
      “I’m gonna sleep like a baby.”
    

    Right now, with zero worries, he could probably pass out so hard someone could carry him away, and he wouldn’t notice.

    “Cheers!”
 “Bottoms up!”

    The after‑work BBQ joint was packed with office workers, half of them already tipsy even though it was still early evening. Amid the buzz, two guys were deep in serious conversation: Sang-chul and Yoo Hyun.

    “This is what you wrote yesterday? Dude, it’s good.”
 “‘Seems good’? What’s with the ‘seems’? Either it is good or it isn’t.”
 “I mean, it sounds like one of those familiar pop hits—that’s why it feels nice.”
 “Pop hit? Like what?”
 “Dunno… kinda reminds me of that old track ‘Viva La ___’?”

    Yoo Hyun’s eyes narrowed.
 That was exactly the vibe he aimed for, but Hyung’s reaction felt lukewarm.

    “Huh… If you’re that meh, something must be missing.”
 “It’s bright, yeah, but it doesn’t have that one big explosion, you know? Nothing that pops and makes you go wow.”
 “A big punch, got it.”
 “Look, I’m no composer. Take my opinion with a grain of salt.”

    Yoo Hyun nodded, seriously.

    
      ‘Hyung actually has a solid ear, though.’
    

    For all his laid‑back looks, Sang-chul always matched mainstream taste—food, fashion, music.
 Every drama he liked blew up, every rookie idol he pegged hit #1. His car playlist had been “Top 100” on Watermelon for five straight years.

    A walking sensor for what the public wants.

    If that guy said the track lacked a “bang,” it probably did.

    “Thanks—that’s plenty of feedback. I’ll tinker with it.”

    He was glad he’d asked.

    “You sure? Don’t overthink what I said.”
 “I’m good, trust me. No digging a self‑pity hole.”

    Watching him, Sang-chul thought, Good—he actually looks okay.

    After the accident, the kid had been stuck in gloom forever. Hearing constructive criticism without spiraling? Huge relief.

    
      And ever since he started that game, he’s looked brighter…
    

    He replayed the last couple of days in his head: Yoo Hyun grinding Wonderland, composing again, even insisting on treating him today and promising a session at the capsule café.

    
      Feels like the old him is coming back.
    

    Wanting to keep the mood up, Sang-chul casually steered the conversation to the game.

    “So, everything okay in‑game? How’s that ritual thing going?”
 “We’re rehearsing. Five in‑game days till the performance—about two real‑world days.”

    Flipping pork belly, Yoo Hyun suddenly remembered something.

    “Oh, right, you know about ‘special training’?”
 “Special… what?”

    Sang-chul tilted his head. The only “special training” he’d heard of was the hidden quest in newbie town—the one all the rankers bragged about.

    “Don’t tell me you did it?”
 “Yeah, the instructor challenged me. I figured you’d already done it.”
 “Wh—why would I have done that?!”

    Sang-chul’s eyes bulged.

    
      Did he actually did the special training?
    

    That quest had such insane conditions that hardly anyone could trigger it. Even on the forums, people said, “Skip it and level faster.”

    But for Yoo Hyun? Totally different story.

    
      Kid’s only been playing two days—he didn’t waste any time farming triggers. It’s pure free high‑return.
    

    Face lighting up, Sang-chul asked,

    “So, so what reward did you get? How far did you get?”
 “Didn’t get the reward yet. Reached stage 4.”

    BANG!
 The table rattled as Sang-chul slammed it.

    “Holy—!”

    Heads turned from every direction. He leaned in, whisper‑screaming.

    “Stage FOUR? You’re not messing with me?”
 “I’m serious. Why?”
 “Why? The REWARD, man!”
 “How good can it be? You’re freaking out.”

    “You said the instructor had to acknowledge you, right?”
 “Yeah.”
 “Well, even if you fail at stage 1, you get at least a Rare item. Stage 2 gives an Epic, stage 3 a Unique—so guess what stage 4 drops?”
 “…What?”
 “Legendary, you dummy! The only other guy who hit stage 4—Hwarang—got a legendary!”

    “Whoa.”

    “That’s all you’ve got? ‘Whoa? ’ This is HUGE!”

    Sang-chul pictured Hwarang’s famed sword: level‑1 requirement, but growth stats up to level 40. The moment it hit the market, bids exploded, and it sold for 2,000 gold.

    
      A level‑1 item went for two THOUSAND gold.
    

    Sure, early‑game hype boosted the price, but anything similar now would still clear 500 easily.

    “Legendary isn’t some random dog’s name. At MINIMUM, you’re looking at 500 gold—half a million won!”

    “Half a million? Dang…”

    Yoo Hyun’s jaw dropped—finally grasping the quest’s value.

    “So it’s only great if it’s an item, right? ’Cause you can sell it?”
 “Not necessarily.”

    Sang-chul’s eyes narrowed. Items had level caps and lost potency. Skills, on the other hand, never scaled down.

    In other words, you could snag a top‑tier skill in the starter village and hold it for life.

    “Skills aren’t tradable, but imagine getting a ‘graduation‑tier’ skill you’ll use forever.”

    That would dwarf 500 gold—easily worth thousands, maybe tens of thousands.

    The idea had him springing to his feet.

    “Dude, forget the meat—let’s hit the capsule café NOW.”
 “Eh? We just started eating…”
 “There’s no time for BBQ!”
 “You sure? Won’t you be hungry?”
 “I’m full!”

    He yanked Yoo Hyun up. Pork belly could wait.

    
      I’m dying of suspense here!
    

    They had to get to the capsule shop.

    Sang-chul was practically shaking with curiosity over what legendary reward awaited Yoo Hyun.
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      [Sang-chul: Hey, when you get your reward, you 
      
        have
      
       to whisper to me what it is, okay? I’m dying from curiosity.]
    

    
      [Yoo Hyun: I’ll let you know right away. What are you gonna be doing in the meantime?]
    

    
      [Sang-chul: Unlike 
      
        someone
      
      , I don’t get hidden pieces, so I guess I’ll just keep grinding mobs. Off to hunt I go~]
    

    
      [Yoo Hyun: Gotcha~]
    

    Yoo Hyun grinned a little as he whispered back.

    
      “Looks like I really got under his skin.”
    

    For a guy like Sang-chul, who rarely shows much emotion, this kind of reaction said a lot.

    It meant the fourth-stage reward, especially this hidden piece, was way more valuable than anyone imagined.

    He quietly gazed at the empty training grounds.

    
      “Looks like it’ll be a while before the instructor shows up.”
    

    It was 3 a.m. in Wonderland time. Just like the real world, NPCs here also had work hours. Once those were over, they’d go home and sleep.

    
      “Feels like I’m the only one showing up this early to stamp attendance.”
    

    He still had plenty of time until ensemble practice and was supposed to get his reward anyway.

    
      “Guess I’ll do some sword training until he gets here.”
    

    Picking up a wooden sword, Yoo Hyun walked over to an empty scarecrow. He got into his downward slash stance, gathered his strength, and struck right at the target.

    
      Thwack!
    

    A solid hit. A familiar notification popped up.

    [Sword Mastery has advanced to Rank D.]
 [Sword Mastery (Rank D): One-handed sword attacks deal 130% damage. Attack speed increased by 6%.]

    
      “Rank up!”
    

    The kind of alert that made your heart flutter every single time.

    This was the reward for all those hours of hard work and quiet repetition.

    Yoo Hyun took a moment to enjoy the achievement, then picked the sword back up and kept training.

    
      “Did 800 swings yesterday… I’ll just hit 200 more today.”
    

    He had no plans to stop until he reached a full thousand.

    There was still plenty of time before dawn, and it wasn’t just for practice—it was to boost his proficiency too.

    
      Whoosh!
    

    The wind echoed with every swing of his sword.

    Before long, the sound it made resembled the sharp, clean swings Olsen used to make.

    It was a crisp yet weighty sound.

    
      “Nine hundred ninety-seven… Nine hundred ninety-eight…”
    

    Before he knew it, he was on the edge of his goal.

    His arms and legs were trembling, his whole body aching like his muscles were about to rip apart.

    
      “Just two more!”
    

    He clenched his teeth and powered through.

    
      “Nine hundred ninety-nine!”
    

    Only one left.

    
      “One thousand…!”
    

    As he bit his lip and swung for the last time—

    
      Ding!
    

    Another alert appeared.

    [You have successfully completed 1,000 wooden sword swings with perfect form.]
 [Achievement unlocked!]
 [Title acquired: “Solid Foundations”]
 Description: Repetition is tiring and dull, but hard work never betrays you. This training will become your greatest weapon when danger strikes.

    [Reward: Strength +3]
 [Agility +3]
 [Stamina +3…]

    He gained +3 to every stat except for Divinity and Charm.

    Basically, it was the same as gaining three full levels in one go.

    
      “You’re already here?”
    

    A familiar voice rang out.

    Yoo Hyun turned to see none other than Instructor Olsen.

    
      “Instructor! I had some time, so I figured I’d train a bit more.”
    

    
      “You always seem to be here when you’re not performing. Most people would’ve gone hunting instead. Do you really enjoy practice that much?”
    

    Olsen looked at him with a quiet smile.

    
      “I haven’t tried hunting yet, but… yeah, I actually do enjoy training. And I still have a long way to go before I can fully master the four slashing forms you taught me.”
    

    
      “Heh. Most people would freak out hearing you say that so casually.”
    

    It was the first time Olsen actually laughed in front of Yoo Hyun.

    He could clearly see how much Yoo Hyun had grown in just a few days through consistent practice.

    
      “Even from here, I can tell… He’s gotten stronger since yesterday.”
    

    The muscles in his arms and legs had become more defined, and his frame looked more solid.

    “How many swings have you done so far?”
 “A thousand.”
 “A thousand already… huh.”

    As far as Olsen knew, Yoo Hyun was the first person in town to hit a thousand sword swings.

    Truly, this outsider was something else.

    
      “I promised you a reward after your special training, didn’t I?”
    

    Olsen had something very specific in mind—something reserved only for those with true persistence.

    More valuable than natural talent—something for someone like Yoo Hyun.

    
      “Take this. It’s a sword manual I’ve been writing since my days as a knight.”
    

    He handed over a book.

    [You’ve acquired: Olsen’s Secret Sword Manual (Legendary)]
 [Use Requirement: Must have Olsen’s recognition.]

    Legendary.

    Even just reading that word gave off an incredible feeling.

    “Can I open it?”
 “I gave it to you to use, didn’t I? Go on—read it freely.”

    As Yoo Hyun flipped through the pages, a vision played out before his eyes.

    It was Olsen’s entire life.

    A young boy, swinging a wooden sword until his hands were raw…
 Then, later, a full knight, training rain or shine, day after day.

    
      “He gave everything he had… to the sword.”
    

    Olsen’s life felt so familiar.

    It reminded Yoo Hyun of himself—his endless pursuit of perfect sound, tirelessly drawing the bow across his violin.

    The deeper he read, the more clearly he understood the slashing forms he’d been taught.

    [You’ve fully understood: Downward Slash.]
 [Upward Slash… Diagonal Down… Diagonal Up… Horizontal Slash…]
 [All Basic Slashes fully understood (100%).]

    “You probably already know this, but… I gave a sword to Hwarang as his 4th reward.”
 “Yes, I heard the rumors.”

    Yoo Hyun had looked it up.

    The one who gave Hwarang his legendary sword was none other than Olsen himself.

    That sword, which Olsen had used in his youth, was famous.

    Hwarang had used it to dominate the early game, climbing ranks faster than anyone.

    
      “And when he sold it later, it went for 2,000 gold, right?”
    

    That meant it was worth 20 million won, just for one item.

    
      “But I never intended to give 
      
        you
      
       a sword.”
    

    It was like a bolt out of the blue.

    But Yoo Hyun didn’t panic—he kept his eyes on Olsen calmly.

    He knew this man wasn’t the kind to cheap out on someone who worked hard.

    “No need to be disappointed. Sure, a sword might be useful right now. But I wanted to give you something even more valuable.”
 “Something more valuable…?”

    Olsen looked straight at him, and suddenly, he released his aura.

    It was immense. There was no way he was just a basic beginner instructor.

    Even the air around them seemed to swirl.

    “Everything I’ve got—my entire martial philosophy—I want to pass it on to you.”
 “…Everything?”
 “Yeah. That sword manual I just gave you.”

    Yoo Hyun’s eyes widened.

    That book wasn’t just a skill book.

    It was Olsen’s life. His soul.

    A complete legacy.

    
      “You remind me of a young knight I once knew. A guy who had 
      
        nothing
      
       going for him—him-no talent, no master, nothing.”
    

    
      “But he had grit. He trained till his hands bled. And that alone got him through the ranks.”
    

    Olsen hadn’t grown up with privilege or genius.

    All he had was a wooden sword and the will to swing it more than anyone.

    “Plus, you’re not the type to go sell a sword for quick gold like someone did.”
 “Ah…”

    He’d known all along.

    The sword Olsen gave—his one and only knight’s sword—had been sold.

    But he never held a grudge.

    He believed Hwarang had used the money to grow stronger. That was enough.

    Olsen placed a hand on Yoo Hyun’s shoulder.

    
      “You’ve got something I never had—true talent 
      
        and
      
       hard work. That’s why I believe you can take my sword style even further than I ever did.”
    

    There was a deep conviction in his voice.

    He knew Yoo Hyun would treat his legacy with care.

    He believed that this kid would reach heights he never could.

    
      “Keep doing what you’re doing. You’ll get to where you want to go.”
    

    [You’ve met the conditions to acquire Olsen’s Secret Sword Manual (Legendary).]
 [Do you wish to acquire it?]

    Yoo Hyun looked at Olsen with clear, sincere eyes.

    This man was the first person to truly acknowledge his efforts.

    And now, he was offering him his everything.

    There were no words to describe how grateful he felt.

    
      “I’ll take good care of it.”
    

    
      Ding!
    

    
      

      

      

      

      

    

    
      [You have acquired 'Olsen’s Secret Swordsmanship (Legendary)'.]
    

    
      [When attacking with perfect posture, there’s a 50% chance to unleash a powerful slash.]
    

    
      [Powerful Slash: Adds 150% damage on top of normal attacks. Can be combined with critical hits. Attack range increases by 30%.]
    

    
      [Achievement Unlocked!]
    

    
      [For acquiring a legendary skill, you’ve earned a First-Time Achievement reward. All stats—except Holy Power and Charisma—have increased by 5.]
    

    “It’s not some flashy, explosive technique,” Olsen explained. “But when you strike with perfect form, you’ll get that boost. That’s why I kept telling you to stick to the basics.”

    Olsen’s swordsmanship didn’t work at all without perfect posture. But looking at it the other way, as long as you nailed the basics, the skill could shine any time.

    That made it a perfect gift for someone like Yoo Hyun, who trained constantly and steadily.

    “I’ve got nothing left to teach you now,” Olsen said with a proud smile. “You’ve done well—really.”

    
      Ding!
    

    
      [You’ve completed all tutorial quests.]
    

    
      [Title Acquired: ‘First Step as an Adventurer’.]
    

    
      Description: You've finished preparing for your journey as an adventurer. Here's a small gift to celebrate your beginning. Now, step forth and leave your mark on the world.
    

    
      [Achievement Reward: You have gained 1 Gold.]
    

    
      [You have received 30 Beginner Health Potions.]
    

    
      [You have received a Beginner Iron Sword.]
    

    
      So… I’m officially ready to begin my journey now. Just like everyone else.
    

    Yoo Hyun opened his status window to check himself over.

    
      [Nickname: Yoo Hyun]
    

    
      [Level: 1]
    

    
      [Class: None]
    

    
      [Strength: 16 (+11) | Agility: 14 (+9) | Intelligence: 13 (+8) | Stamina: 16 (+11) | Magic: 13 (+8) | Holy Power: 0 | Charisma: 10 (+10)]
    

    With the +3 bonus from the “Thousand Strikes” title and +5 from the legendary skill reward, every stat had jumped up by 8 points.

    
      Strength and Stamina are already at 16... wow.
    

    Considering that a level 1 character’s average stat was around 5, having Intelligence at 13 and Strength at 16 was kind of crazy—even Yoo Hyun, who was still learning the game, knew that much.

    
      What would happen if I went out to a hunting field now?
    

    He might honestly be the strongest level 1 player out there.

    As if reading his thoughts, Olsen gave a knowing smile and said:

    “Among others at your level, there probably isn’t anyone who could match you. Actually, you might already be one of the strongest in this whole village.”

    “…You’re flattering me.”

    “Am I? I don’t think so,” Olsen replied with a chuckle.

    Yoo Hyun had no choice but to smile and nod. Stat-wise, he might really be at the level of someone around level 10 or higher. Maybe the instructor was right.

    “Speaking of which,” Olsen added, “your father mentioned he had something to say to you. Since your training is done, why not head to the cathedral?”

    “Charles? He said that?”

    Olsen nodded meaningfully.

    They’d been seeing each other almost daily for ensemble practices, but if Charles wanted to talk separately, it must be something different.

    
      What could he want to say to me?
    

    Yoo Hyun’s curious gaze turned toward the cathedral.

    On his way there, Yoo Hyun messaged Sangcheol.

    
      [Yoo Hyun: I just got a legendary skill as a reward.]
    

    
      [ZizonSangcheol: Woahhh finally! What’s it do?]
    

    
      [Yoo Hyun: When I strike in perfect posture, I have a 50% chance to land a strong slash—adds 150% bonus damage. It stacks with crits.]
    

    
      [ZizonSangcheol: DUDE. That’s INSANE. So if crit also triggers, it’s basically 3x damage?! That’s busted!]
    

    Yoo Hyun smirked at Sangcheol’s excited reaction.

    
      [ZizonSangcheol: Although... for a legendary skill, the effect feels a bit weak? Is that 
      
        everything
      
       it does?]
    

    
      [Yoo Hyun: The attack range increases by 30%.]
    

    
      [ZizonSangcheol: THAT’S the broken part!! You should’ve said 
      
        that
      
       first!!]
    

    Yoo Hyun tilted his head.

    
      [Yoo Hyun: Is increased range really 
      
        that
      
       big a deal?]
    

    
      [ZizonSangcheol: Bro… with that, you can swing a dagger like it’s a one-handed sword, or a one-handed like it’s a greatsword. That’s straight-up broken. Attack range 
      
        defines
      
       matchups and fights in this game.]
    

    Sangcheol kept going.

    
      [ZizonSangcheol: I’ve 
      
        never
      
       seen a sword skill increase range. You might literally be the first player to get something like this.]
    

    Now, Yoo Hyun was starting to understand just how OP this could be.

    
      Right… weapons all have different ranges, speeds, and damage, but mine always gets 30% more range. That’s wild.
    

    If he used a greatsword, it could almost be longer than a spear. That would give him ridiculous reach.

    Sure, the effect only had a 50% chance of triggering—but still.

    
      [ZizonSangcheol: People say rarity is everything, and they weren’t lying. 1.5x damage AND 30% more range? Meanwhile I don’t even 
      
        have
      
       a rare skill… this sucks 😭]
    

    
      [ZizonSangcheol: I’m jealous but also feeling crushed lol. Anyway, gonna get back to grinding. Good luck~]
    

    Yoo Hyun typed out a reply, genuinely cheering him on.

    
      [Yoo Hyun: Don’t worry, bro. If you keep at it, yours will come too. You got this.
    

    But no reply came. He was probably already focused on hunting again.

    Before long, Yoo Hyun found himself standing in front of the cathedral. As he opened the door, Charles, who had been waiting inside, rushed out to greet him.

    “Ohhh! Yoo Hyun, you’re here!”

    He looked pleasantly surprised at Yoo Hyun’s slightly more built frame, a result of the stat boosts.

    “You’ve become even more gallant since yesterday! Looks like that special training my son gave you really worked!”

    “All thanks to Instructor Olsen. I learned a lot from him. I’m grateful.”

    “Your happiness is my happiness!” Charles beamed. “If you say you’ve learned much, then I’m more than thankful.”

    Looking at him, Yoo Hyun felt a flicker of familiarity—Charles kind of reminded him of Sangcheol.

    With a small smile, he asked, “I heard from the instructor that you had something to tell me. Is it about the right?”

    “Ah—yes! I nearly forgot,” Charles said, suddenly turning serious.

    “There’s someone I’d like to introduce you to. The elder of this village.”

    “The elder?”

    The way Charles was speaking—so respectful and careful—it was clear this elder was someone important.

    But why would someone like that want to meet him?

    “They just wanted to personally thank you for participating in the ritual ceremony.”

    “Oh…”

    Now Yoo Hyun nodded in understanding.

    
      Right. That ritual was a really big deal for the village.
    

    So it wasn’t strange that someone wanted to thank the guest performer who took part in something so important.

    “The elder is quite ill and rarely leaves their room,” Charles added. “So among all the outsiders who’ve come here, you’ll be the first to meet them.”

    “I’m the first?”

    “Yes. If it’s alright with you, I can take you there right away. What do you say?”

    Over the past couple of days, Yoo Hyun had come to realize just how much weight the word first carried in Wonderland.

    When he maxed out Geye’s favor from rock-bottom, or when he pulled off a buff without using any skills, the rewards had been insane.

    And the rewards for first-time achievements were always bigger and better than the rest.

    Which meant… this meeting with the elder might not be so simple after all.

    
      I thought it was just going to be a quick greeting… but maybe not.
    

    Yoo Hyun’s eyes lit up with anticipation.

    “I’d love to meet them. Where should I go?”
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    Following Charles’ lead, Yoo Hyun headed up to the second floor of the cathedral.

    The elder’s office was tucked away at the far end of the hallway.

    “This is the Elder’s room. I’ll leave you two to talk in peace.”

    Yoo Hyun glanced around, taking in the place. The hallway was spotless, and the antique portraits on the walls gave off a dignified air.

    Just from the atmosphere alone, it was obvious—this wasn’t a space just anyone could enter.

    He remembered what Charles had said: no other outsider had been granted an audience with the Elder before.

    
      ‘What kind of person is this Elder…?’
    

    
      Knock knock.
    

    He tapped gently on the door. A calm, deep voice answered from inside.

    “Come in.”
 “Excuse me.”

    When Yoo Hyun stepped in, he saw Elder Germano in a wooden wheelchair, waiting for him with a warm smile.

    “Oh, you’ve come. Pleased to finally meet you, musician.”
 “Nice to meet you, Elder.”

    The Elder spoke kindly.

    “It’s an honor to welcome someone like you finally. I should’ve come to you myself, but as you can see, I don’t get around too easily.”
 “No, the honor’s mine. Thank you for inviting me.”

    “I’m glad to hear that. Please, take a seat.”

    Yoo Hyun nodded politely and sat down on a plush sofa.

    The Elder poured some tea and offered it to him.

    “This is tea from the village of Gair, famous for its leaves. Please, try some.”
 “Thank you.”

    Yoo Hyun looked down at the cup.

    The teacup was elegant and classic in design, and the smell of the leaves tickled his nose—it was clear even without tasting that this was top-tier stuff.

    “I’ve heard quite a bit about you,” the Elder said. “They say you’re such a gifted musician that even Geye changed her mind because of your playing. And Olsen, our village instructor, speaks very highly of you. Says your combat skills are as impressive as your music.”
 “…You’re too kind.”

    Yoo Hyun gave a modest laugh. Lately, it felt like he was getting more praise than he deserved.

    All he’d really done was work hard.

    “There’s no need to be humble. Olsen was a decorated knight before coming to this village. For someone like him to praise you so earnestly means a lot.”

    The Elder smiled gently, then continued.

    “The reason I asked to see you today is because I have a favor to ask.”
 “A favor? Is this… about the upcoming ritual?”
 “Well… It’s related in a way, yes.”

    The way he said it felt a little vague.

    Was it about something else entirely? Before Yoo Hyun could ask, the Elder continued.

    “Have you ever heard of the ‘Guide of Melodies’?”
 “…The Guide of Melodies?”
 “The first bard—one who united the continent with music. A legendary figure. They could play every known instrument, and were also incredibly skilled in combat.”

    Yoo Hyun tilted his head, listening.

    “Is this ritual somehow connected to that person?”
 “It absolutely is. The first ever ritual performer was the Guide of Melodies. They left behind a tremendous blessing—five whole years of peace for the village from a single performance.”
 “Five years?!”

    Yoo Hyun’s eyes widened in disbelief.

    He’d been told the ritual was held every year.

    And yet… that one person had extended its effects for five full years, with just one performance.

    
      ‘What kind of performance could possibly do that…?’
    

    Yoo Hyun’s curiosity was only natural, especially as a fellow musician.

    But the connection between the ritual and the legendary bard still wasn’t entirely clear.

    What exactly was this "favor"?

    “There’s a ruin located behind this village,” the Elder said. “Outsiders tend to call it a ‘dungeon’.”
 “A dungeon? I’ve heard of those. Underground labyrinths filled with monsters, right?”
 “Exactly. But this one’s… different.”

    The Elder’s tone grew serious.

    “That place was created by the Guide of Melodies themself. They called it a space to leave behind their will. I’d like to ask you to explore it.”

    As he spoke, a system message appeared before Yoo Hyun.

    
      Ding!
    

    [Linked Quest: Path of the Guide (1)]
 • Rank: Legendary
 • Requirement: High musical and combat ability
 • Reward: Legendary Class – “Guide of Melodies”
 • Failure: You will no longer be eligible to become the Guide of Melodies
 • Description: The Elder has chosen you, one skilled in both music and combat, as a candidate for the successor of the Guide of Melodies. This is a grand challenge. If you overcome the trials, you will earn the right to advance to the legendary class.

    “…!”

    Yoo Hyun’s eyes shot open.

    Just from looking at the quest window, he could tell—this wasn’t something just anyone could receive.

    It even offered a legendary class.

    Considering how even level 1 legendary items sold for tens of millions of won… the value of a legendary class? Practically immeasurable.

    
      ‘Why me though…?’
    

    Was this a continuation of that surprise quest earlier? That would make more sense. Otherwise, why would a total stranger like the Elder entrust him with something so huge?

    “You’re the only person who has earned the approval of both Charles and Olsen,” the Elder said. “The Guide once said only those skilled in both music and combat can enter the ruins.”

    The Elder’s expression sharpened for a brief moment.

    Many had passed through this village—great warriors, brilliant musicians—but never both in one person.

    
      ‘Those who fought well couldn’t play. And those who played well couldn’t fight…’
    

    In this beginner village, the level cap was just 10.

    How could anyone possibly balance both swordplay and music in that short span?

    It had been a hundred years, and still, no one had ever qualified.

    “Of course, I can’t say what rewards lie beyond the trials. Only the Guide themself would know that. But I have no doubt…”

    The Elder looked Yoo Hyun straight in the eye.

    “…for a musician, getting a glimpse into the path of one who could move the heart of the gods—that’s an opportunity worth more than anything.”

    Yoo Hyun already knew the quest rewards. But strangely, that wasn’t what stirred his heart.

    What hit him the hardest… was the Elder’s words.

    
      “The heart of the gods…”
    

    It conjured up the image of a musician so great, their music could shape destiny—someone truly legendary.

    What musician wouldn’t chase after a miracle like that?

    “This is something only you can do,” the Elder said softly. “No other outsider has ever been recognized by both Olsen and Charles.”

    Yoo Hyun’s journey had started like everyone else’s—with a wooden sword and a basic tutorial.

    But he had taken it seriously. Trained hard.

    And in the end, Olsen himself had acknowledged him.

    That validation was something he had earned.

    
      ‘Then there’s no reason to let this chance slip by.’
    

    If there’s a world that recognizes your value and gives you a shot… then take it with gratitude.

    That’s just who Yoo Hyun was.

    With conviction in his voice, he said,

    “I’ll do it.”
 “Ohhh… I’d hoped you’d say that. I’ll let Charles know to open the path to the ruins.”

    
      Ding!
    

    [Quest accepted.]
 [Legendary quests contain trials.]
 [Only by clearing all trials can the quest be completed.]

    Another message popped up out of nowhere.

    Yoo Hyun’s eyes widened again.

    
      ‘Wait—what?!’
    

    [Linked Quest: Path of the Guide (1)]
 Trial 1: Clear the Deep Forest Dungeon (within 24 hours of quest acceptance)
 Trial 2: ???
 Trial 3: ???

    There was a time limit?!

    Worse, two out of three trials didn’t even tell him what they were.

    
      ‘But the ritual’s tomorrow…’
    

    His plan had been to do the ritual first and then tackle the quest afterward.

    Now, that plan was out the window.

    
      ‘Only 24 hours? That leaves me with almost no time for the final rehearsal…’
    

    This quest… was going to be way harder than he expected.

    
      * * *
    

    “What?! You have to do it within 24 hours?!”

    On the way to the ruins, Charles looked like his eyes were about to pop out.

    “I guess I won’t be able to rehearse tomorrow. I don’t want to mess things up for everyone, so I’ll practice separately whenever I have time. If you’d like, I can help set up a practice schedule for the others and—”
 “Oh, heavens no! Don’t even worry about it!”

    Charles flailed his hands dramatically.

    Even if it was sudden, there was no way he’d put work on Yoo Hyun right now.

    Sure, having him in the cathedral for guidance had been helpful, but that was not why he was saying this. Not at all. Definitely not.

    “This is the place.”

    Following Charles’ lead, Yoo Hyun arrived at a spot tucked away deep within the village—a place that hadn’t been opened once in all his time here.

    It was a hidden area, completely unknown until now.

    In fact, this was the first time any player had ever unlocked it.

    
      Clack.
    

    Charles unlatched the lock on the heavy door.

    Yoo Hyun narrowed his eyes as he stared into the dungeon beyond.

    
      ‘So this is… a dungeon.’
    

    A chilling aura and deep darkness drifted up from the underground staircase, and an uneasy feeling suddenly washed over him.

    This was his first time entering this dungeon.

    Which meant he had no one to ask for help or advice.

    “My son told me something once,” Charles said in a calm, composed tone.

    “He said if you want to win a fight, you shouldn’t care about the means. Do whatever it takes.”

    He paused, then added with a gentle smile,
 “He also said that if you trust in everything you've done up to this point and keep moving forward, you’ll get a good result.”

    Ding!
 [Trait ‘Fanatic’ has been activated.]

    “This is a return scroll. If anything goes wrong inside the dungeon, don’t hesitate—just use this and get out. Got it?”
 Charles pulled out an item he had clearly prepared in advance.

    “And this is a compass. You can't afford to get lost in there. This is a lantern—who knows how dark it’ll be inside? Oh, and these are some extra potions just in case. And this is…”

    Eventually, Yoo Hyun ended up with so many items that his entire inventory was practically full.

    [You have received a Return Scroll – Hemona Village.]
 [You have received a Compass.]
 [You have received a Lantern.]
 [You have received x10 Low-Grade Health Potions.]

    …

    ‘All this…?’

    As he accepted each item, Yoo Hyun’s eyes widened.

    A return scroll, compass, lantern—every one of them was absolutely essential for any adventure.

    But the one thing that caught his attention more than anything else…

    [Hemona Village’s Special Chocolate]
 [Description: A sweet, delicious chocolate that slightly restores HP. Also, it’s really tasty.]

    ‘…Did he give me this in case I run low on sugar?’

    Was he worried Yoo Hyun might collapse from low blood sugar during a rough battle?

    Or maybe, in case the dungeon got cold, he was thinking it would help him stay warm?

    That wasn’t all.

    [Moist Aloe Lotion]
 [Description: A lotion with excellent moisturizing effects.]

    [Premium Wet Wipes]
 [Description: High-quality wipes that can clean any stain.]

    At this rate, it felt like he could start living in the dungeon instead of just exploring it.

    Wet wipes in a dungeon? That seemed a bit much.

    Still, Yoo Hyun smiled quietly.

    ‘He really went out of his way for me.’

    Grateful for the unexpected kindness, Yoo Hyun spoke with sincerity.

    “If anything happens, I’ll use the return scroll right away. You don’t need to worry too much.”

    “Please, really—don’t get hurt. There’s nothing in the world more important than your life. Promise me you’ll come back safe.”

    Charles was clearly more worried than Yoo Hyun was. It almost felt like Charles was the one entering the dungeon.

    Yoo Hyun scratched the back of his head and chuckled awkwardly.

    “You really don’t need to worry about me. You should head back—I’ll finish getting ready and go in.”

    When Yoo Hyun spoke with a firm tone, Charles finally looked a little more at ease.

    “Alright then… I’ll be going. Please come back safe, Sir Yoo Hyun!”

    And with that, Charles left.

    “…Alright, let’s do this.”

    Yoo Hyun packed his inventory neatly, then turned toward the dungeon with a determined expression.

    The closer he got to the underground staircase, the heavier and darker the air seemed to become.

    Finally, right as he reached the edge—

    
      Ding!
    

    
      [You have discovered the Deep Forest Dungeon.]
    

    
      [You are the first player to discover the Deep Forest Dungeon.]
    

    
      [For 24 hours, EXP gain increases by 50%, and item drop rate increases by 20%.]
    

    
      [Achievement Unlocked!]
    

    
      [You have earned the title: ‘I Found a Hidden Dungeon (1)’]
    

    
      [All stats increase by 1, excluding Divinity and Charisma.]
    

    No matter how many times he heard it, that sound was always satisfying.

    And what really caught Yoo Hyun’s eye was the reward for discovering the dungeon first.

    ‘50% more EXP and 20% more item drops…’

    Basically, every two monsters he defeated would be like taking down three. And for item drops, that boost was a huge deal for any player hunting rare loot.

    But the best part?

    The new title.

    [Title: ‘I Found a Hidden Dungeon (1)’]
 [Description: A hidden title awarded only to those who discover a dungeon first. The more discoveries you make, the stronger the title becomes.]

    ‘So the stats keep going up each time I find one.’

    +5 after five discoveries, +10 after ten—every time he was the first to find a dungeon, the effects would stack.

    It was only a +1 stat boost now, which didn’t seem like much.
 But thinking long-term, it was a ridiculously valuable title.

    ‘Someone must’ve used this to grow insanely strong back in the beginning.’

    Just like how Hwarang had skyrocketed with the Sword of Allstat back in the early days.

    That was the privilege of pioneers—those who got there first.

    ‘And now… that opportunity is mine.’

    Here he stood, at the entrance to the dungeon that held the legendary bard class.

    ‘Just discovering it gave me this much already…’

    Who knew what kind of golden rewards lay ahead?

    Of course, only if he made it out alive.

    “Hoo…”

    Yoo Hyun took a deep breath and stepped forward toward the stairs.

    Ding!
 [Do you want to enter the Deep Forest Dungeon?]

    This was it—the beginning.

    A path no one else had ever walked. A feat only he could achieve.

    Yoo Hyun answered firmly, with resolve:

    “Enter.”

    And thus began the legendary journey—
 The quest to earn the mythical bard class.
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      Sss—
    

    A chilling breeze swept through the stairs leading underground.

    In the pitch-black darkness, Yoo Hyun walked forward slowly, relying solely on the lantern he’d received from Charles.

    
      “Man, if I didn’t have this thing, I’d be so screwed.”
    

    It was pitch-dark—so dark he wouldn't be surprised if something horrible happened right in front of him and he couldn’t see it coming.

    
      “What kind of monster’s gonna jump out now…”
    

    Right before entering the dungeon, Yoo Hyun had done some research through the community system.

    
      “Dungeon mobs always get the first hit in, that’s what they said.”
    

    Out in the field, there were plenty of non-aggressive monsters that wouldn’t attack unless provoked, especially in beginner areas. Those were designed so new players could ease into the game.

    
      “I think dungeons start from level 15 or so, right?”
    

    In dungeons filled with aggressive mobs, people usually teamed up once they hit level 15. One to draw aggro, one to deal damage, and another to heal or support from range.

    Without clearly divided roles, it was nearly impossible to survive the onslaught of monsters.

    But Yoo Hyun was facing all that alone.

    
      “And I’m still level one on top of that.”
    

    He didn’t even know the layout of the dungeon.

    He was essentially walking into one of the most dangerous zones blind, with no intel, like trying to perform a song you’ve never heard, with no sheet music, relying only on what you can hear in your head.

    
      “The first players must’ve gone through this too. Someone had to do it first—and they made it.”
    

    Despite the danger, Yoo Hyun’s nervousness was slowly replaced by a growing fire in his chest.

    Sure, top-ranked players had rare loot, but the real reason they shot to the top? They had the guts to face challenges like this and win.

    
      “And I’m no different. If I go for it, I’ll figure it out eventually.”
    

    Trial and error would lead him to the answer—it always did.

    His vision slowly adjusted to the darkness.

    
      “Something’s there…!”
    

    He froze. Two glowing white eyes were staring straight at him.

    Instinctively, Yoo Hyun knew—it was a monster.

    He reached for the iron sword at his waist.

    
      Ssshhk.
    

    The sword hissed as it slid from the sheath, echoing through the dungeon.

    The darkness began to peel back, revealing the source of the glare.

    “Grrrrr…”

    It was about 180 cm tall. Every step made a disturbing bone-on-bone rattling sound.

    Nothing but a bony corpse—a skeleton.

    Yoo Hyun raised his sword and took the mid-guard stance.

    
      “They said this is the most basic kind of dungeon monster.”
    

    From what he’d read, Skeletons were the first enemies to appear in level-15 dungeons.

    Everyone’s familiar with them, but Yoo Hyun was still level 1. That meant a huge gap.

    Time to play defensively and get a feel for its moves.

    
      Screeek.
    

    The skeleton slowly dragged its sword across the ground as it stepped into attack range.

    Its sluggish movements reminded him of the scarecrow from training.

    That thought barely crossed his mind when—

    
      TAAT!
    

    The skeleton suddenly leapt, feet slamming off the ground, lunging straight for him.

    With both hands, it raised its blade and brought it down, aiming right for Yoo Hyun’s head.

    
      CLANG!
    

    Yoo Hyun reacted instinctively, raising his sword in a block just in time.

    
      “Wait, it can jump?!”
    

    He hadn’t expected it to leap like that. If he hadn’t already been in position, that hit might’ve landed.

    
      “It just missed—and now’s my chance!”
    

    Using the rebound force of the block, Yoo Hyun struck back with a powerful downward slash.

    Thanks to the scarecrow training, the motion came naturally—almost too naturally.

    His sword struck dead-center on the skeleton’s skull.

    [ You executed a perfect stance: Powerful Slash activated. ]
 [ You deal 150% bonus damage! ]

    
      Thud!
    

    A heavy impact sound rang out. A large crack split the white skull cleanly.

    The skeleton staggered from the blow.

    [ You landed a critical hit! ]
 The monster is now in a groggy state. 

    
      “It’s dazed!”
    

    Just like a person suffering a serious injury can’t move, monsters in this state were helpless for a few seconds.

    Perfect time to finish it off.

    
      Swish!
    

    Yoo Hyun raised his sword with both hands and swung it down at the skeleton’s head—hard.

    
      CRACK!
    

    You defeated the Skeleton Soldier. 
 [ Bonus EXP granted for defeating a monster stronger than you. ]

    ...

    [ Level Up! ]
 You gained 1 skill point. 

    Messages flooded his screen.

    
      “Just one monster, and I leveled up…”
    

    Not only did he level up, but his EXP bar had also jumped by nearly 12%.

    Between the first dungeon bonus and the bonus for killing a high-level monster, the EXP boost was insane.

    
      “Hell yeah.”
    

    Yoo Hyun clenched his fist, heart pounding with excitement.

    Not only did he survive his first dungeon fight—he came out of it without a single scratch.

    Maybe—just maybe—maybe this dungeon wouldn’t be as hard as he thought.

    
      “I’ll hold onto my stat points for now. Let’s check out skills first.”
    

    He recalled what Sang-chul once told him:

    Until level 10, there’s kind of a “standard build” everyone follows. Most early skills were universal ones that all classes could use.

    
      “Bash? Nah, my damage is already good. Let’s go for 
      
        Critical Hit
      
       instead.”
    

    Yoo Hyun selected the skill.

    [ You’ve acquired Critical Hit! ]
 [ Critical Hit: 20% chance to deal 200% extra damage. If you strike a weak spot, the chance increases significantly. ]

    That last part was interesting—targeting weak spots raised the critical hit rate a lot.

    Maybe that’s what made elite athletes and martial arts champs so powerful—they had the reflexes and eyes to find those weak points instantly.

    “Alright, let’s keep moving.”

    He tightened his grip on the sword.

    Compared to when he first stepped into the dungeon, his face had relaxed. There was confidence in his eyes now.

    
      “If it’s like this, I can do it.”
    

    He remembered what it took to take down that skeleton.

    He blocked its strike, used that momentum, and landed a perfect counterattack.

    All of it—moves he’d practiced back when he was just hitting a scarecrow.

    
      “Turns out the instructor’s lessons really do work anywhere.”
    

    Olsen’s training hadn’t just helped with the scarecrow.

    It worked here, in a real dungeon, in real combat.

    And once Yoo Hyun realized that, there was nothing to fear.

    He stepped forward, eyes lit with conviction.

    
      Thud!
    

    You defeated a monster and gained a bit of EXP. 

    
      CRACK!
    

    [ Critical Hit activated! ]
 You defeated a monster and gained a bit of EXP. 

    “Phew…”

    Yoo Hyun exhaled slowly, wiping sweat from his forehead.

    Another skeleton collapsed in front of him, defeated.

    The hunt had only just begun.

    
      “I’ve gotta be close to twenty kills by now.”
    

    By the feel of it, he’d reached the dungeon’s core—or at least somewhere deep inside.
 A glance back showed nothing but pitch‑black darkness; the entrance was long gone.

    
      “And I’m already level seven.”
    

    Going from one to seven in this short stretch was nuts; most newbies needed a full day or two just to crawl out of the starter zone.
 The EXP fountain came from mowing down skeletons way above his own level.

    His growth wasn’t just levels:

    [Sword Mastery – Rank C]
 • Sword damage + 140%
 • Attack speed + 8 %

    
      So the instructor was right—real combat does level you fast.
    

    It had taken more than a day of pure practice to bump the skill in town, yet a single dungeon run pushed it straight to C.

    Now that he’d cracked the skeletons’ pattern, they barely counted as enemies: block, deflect, counter—done.

    
      “Funny—everyone else complains about mobs striking first, but that actually makes life easier for me.”
    

    Because the monsters rushed him, he could meet every blow with perfect form—textbook practice dummies with fangs.

    Then—

    Ding!
 [All Skeleton Soldiers defeated. An Elite monster is spawning.]

    “Grrrrrr…”

    A frigid voice drifted through the corridor, razoring into his ears.
 The aura alone felt on a whole different level.

    Massive—easily several times the size of the other bone soldiers, clad head‑to‑toe in black full plate.

    It stood there, radiating the calm arrogance of a top predator, crimson eyes locked onto him.

    
      [Skeleton Knight]
    

    An elite monster.

    
      “Boss‑type that spawns after a set kill count—yep, that’s him.”
    

    Elites packed stat lines several—sometimes dozens—of times higher than regular mobs.

    
      And of course it had to be black‑ranked. Black is the top tier for elites.
    

    Meaning its HP and damage dwarfed the common skeleton soldiers.
 Sure, the loot would be awesome—if you lived to claim it.

    
      “Even the normal ones out‑leveled me by a mile… and now this.”
    

    Yu‑Hyeon hesitated just a heartbeat, then raised his sword to middle guard. Strategy?

    
      Don’t overthink it.
    

    Everything that got him here was Olsen’s mantra: see, block, parry, strike. Simple, brutally effective.

    No reason to treat the elite any differently.

    
      “Same plan as always.”
    

    The moment he settled on that, the Skeleton Knight’s murderous gaze sharpened.

    “Grrrrr…”

    They stared each other down, neither moving.
 The Knight simply refused to advance, as if daring him to try and pass.

    
      “So it’s just gonna stand there.”
    

    Every enemy so far had rushed him first; this was the first that didn’t.

    
      Guess that means I have to go to him.
    

    Retreat wasn’t an option.
 If the boss didn’t come, he’d carve a path right through.

    Yu‑Hyeon tightened his grip, steadied his breathing.

    
      Just do exactly what I’ve been doing, while on the move.
    

    
      TAH!
    

    He exploded forward, sword flashing downward, aimed straight for the Skeleton Knight’s skull.
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      "Taaat!"
    

    Yoo Hyun lunged straight at the Skeleton Knight.
 His grip tightened around his sword, adding even more weight and power to the swing.

    It was all thanks to the momentum from his sprint.

    
      “This feels nothing like when I was just standing still.”
    

    Moving while swinging a sword was a whole different game compared to practicing in place.
 Even taking a single step forward changed everything—his stance, the angle of his elbows, the way his body moved.
 And with that, the sword’s trajectory shifted completely too.

    
      “Still… I think I can do this.”
    

    That didn’t mean the essence of his swordplay had changed.
 No, the technique honed from thousands of swings—the perfect form he’d carved into his body—was still there.
 Just like a seasoned musician who could play in their sleep, Yoo Hyun's body moved before his mind could even process it.

    Tight grip.
 Both hands clenched hard around the hilt.

    His posture, once unstable, was now grounded and steady, like he'd added weights to anchor himself.
 The slash flowed naturally, the kind of clean, smooth movement he could only perform when everything aligned.

    
      “Think… Remember everything I’ve seen so far.”
    

    He recalled the movements he’d studied.
 The scarecrows from special training.
 Instructor Olsen is demonstrating each swing.
 The skeleton soldiers who’d launched themselves at him from the shadows.

    Every encounter—every opponent—had been a lesson.
 All he had to do now was bring those memories to life through action.

    
      Whoosh!
    

    [You’ve executed the Perfect Form! You perform a Power Slash!]
 [+150% bonus damage!]
 [Critical Hit activated!]
 [+200% bonus damage!]

    
      CRAAACK!
    

    [You successfully destroyed a part!]
 [Skeleton Knight’s helmet has been shattered!]

    The system flooded with loud dings and flashing alerts.

    
      “Grrrrgh…!”
    

    The Skeleton Knight clutched its now-exposed skull.

    Behind those eerie glowing eyes, Yoo Hyun could see it—shock.
 It was almost like it was thinking, “How did an outsider break my helmet…?”

    
      Whoosh!
    

    In the next breath, the Skeleton Knight lifted its massive greatsword and twisted its body, launching a vicious horizontal slash toward Yoo Hyun’s neck.

    
      “Fast!”
    

    
      CLANG!
    

    Yoo Hyun gasped and barely managed to block with his sword.
 But the Skeleton Knight’s brute strength punched through the guard anyway.

    [You lost 20 HP.]

    His eyes widened in disbelief.
 He had blocked it—yet it still hit that hard?

    Nearly 30% of his health was gone from a blocked hit.
 If he hadn’t blocked it…

    
      “I’d be dead.”
    

    “Guess you’re not planning on going down easy, huh?”

    It was a ridiculous, over-the-top attack—fitting for the boss of a dungeon.
 A single mistake could mean instant death.

    Still, Yoo Hyun smiled as he pulled out a potion and drank.

    
      “So you’re finally getting serious.”
    

    Until now, the Skeleton Knight had just stood motionless, letting him make the first move.
 Now it was finally stepping in, eyes glowing with bloodlust, gripping its massive blade.

    “Alright. Let’s do this.”

    Yoo Hyun took a deep breath and tightened his grip on the sword.
 The moment the Knight attacked, the match had reset.
 From now on, he just had to do what he did best.

    
      Screeeech!
    

    Yoo Hyun's blade collided with the Skeleton Knight’s greatsword.

    How much time had passed since then?

    
      “Haa… Haa…”
    

    Sticky fluid dripped down his steel blade.
 Blood and sweat—mixed and clinging to the cold metal.

    An hour of non-stop fighting.
 Blocking, striking, slashing—over and over.

    Either of them could’ve dropped by now, but neither had.
 That’s how fierce the battle was—desperate, brutal.

    Yoo Hyun gritted his teeth and clutched the sword harder.

    He could barely stand, but his eyes…
 They shone brighter than ever.

    Pure willpower.
 The stubborn drive to win, no matter what.

    GRIND!
 His cheap iron sword sliced upward through the Skeleton Knight’s armor from below.

    After clashing so many times, the blade’s edge was ruined.
 Dull. Jagged. Barely usable.

    One or two more hits, and it would probably snap in half.

    But the Skeleton Knight wasn’t doing any better.

    After tanking countless counterattacks, its once-pristine armor was now shredded and torn.

    Even it knew now, Yoo Hyun wasn’t just some average outsider.
 He was a killer.
 Even a mindless skeleton could feel that much.

    
      “Huff… Huff…”
    

    Yoo Hyun drank another potion, gasping for breath.
 A small pile of empty bottles lay beside him.

    He fumbled inside his cloak—nothing left.
 All forty potions, gone.

    
      “No potions left. Half my health remains.”
    

    And during the fight, he learned something else.
 Just as he analyzed the monster’s patterns, the monster was learning his as well.

    The longer the fight dragged on, the more unpredictable the Skeleton Knight became.

    
      “At first, it only swung sideways. Now it’s coming at me from all kinds of angles.”
    

    At one point, it even used one arm to block his sword and punched with the other.
 It was smart, strong, and getting stronger with every second.

    Maybe it was because it was an elite monster, but Yoo Hyun felt it:
 He wasn’t the one growing anymore. The monster was.

    [Iron Sword (Common)]
 [Description: A crude iron sword made from low-grade ore. Suitable for beginner adventurers.]
 [Durability: 1/30]

    He was out of time.

    His sword was hanging by a thread.
 One or two more blocks, and it was done.

    That meant he had one shot left.

    
      “I have to end this with the next attack.”
    

    Yoo Hyun and the Skeleton Knight stood still, eyes locked, both holding their ground.

    Yoo Hyun didn’t move.

    Even though this was his last shot—his one chance—he waited.

    
      Fwoosh!
    

    The Skeleton Knight didn’t hesitate.

    It saw an opening and struck first.
 Its massive greatsword sliced through the air with a howl.

    Yoo Hyun blocked once again.

    
      CRACK!
    

    A terrible sound rang out.

    [Your Iron Sword’s durability has reached zero.]

    The battered blade finally snapped under the pressure.

    Now the reach of his weapon was pitifully short.

    The Skeleton Knight, practically grinning, stepped forward.

    
      “Clack… Clack…”
    

    It was thrilling.
 To it, the fight was already won.

    
      Step. Step.
    

    It closed the distance—something it had been carefully avoiding all this time.

    But now, with Yoo Hyun's sword broken, it came in boldly and close.

    
      “Grrrr…”
    

    It knew.
 Now was its moment to end this.

    Yoo Hyun’s broken sword meant the outsider was helpless.

    
      Whoosh!
    

    The Skeleton Knight raised its greatsword high, ready to slice Yoo Hyun clean in two.

    
      “Huuuuh…”
    

    Yoo Hyun exhaled deeply, steadily, and calmly.

    Even with a blade flashing over his head, Yoo Hyun stayed perfectly calm.
 It was like he couldn’t see the sword about to cleave him in two.
 He even closed his eyes.

    “Grrraaah!”

    Closing your eyes in the middle of a fight? That’s what people do when they’ve totally given up.
 The Skeleton Knight’s evil eyes blazed brighter.
 One clean strike and that outsider’s head is mine.

    The greatsword came screaming down toward Yoo Hyun’s neck.

    
      Hooo…
    

    Yoo Hyun, eyes shut, slid into a middle guard stance.
 In his head, he pictured his old training ground, not this dungeon.
 The moment he did, his senses sharpened and time slowed to a crawl.

    
      Sring.
    

    He moved exactly like he did back at the practice dummy—same posture, same flow.
 That motion was burned into his muscles now, the way a lifelong swordsman moves on pure instinct—
 almost like Instructor Olsen himself.

    
      Sh‑shhhhk!
    

    A flash of light whipped out and sliced straight across the Skeleton Knight’s neck.

    “I was waiting for you to step this close.”

    
      CRACK!
    

    A thin fracture split across the monster’s throat—

    
      Thunk—roll.
    

    Its head tumbled to the floor, empty eyes wide with shock.
 How? We weren’t even in range…

    [Perfect Form succeeded! You unleash Power Slash!]
 [+150 % bonus damage!]

    Yoo Hyun replayed the swing in his mind.
 An invisible aura—like Olsen’s own—had rippled along the broken blade.
 One perk of Perfect Form: reach +30 %.
 With that bonus on the snapped sword, he could still hit full distance.

    Because he’d never abused that extra range until now, the Knight never saw it coming.

    Ding!
 [You have slain the elite monster Skeleton Knight.]
 [Huge EXP bonus for defeating an enemy stronger than you.]
 [Level +1.]
 [Level +1.]
 …
 [Achievement unlocked!]

    Achievement – “Giant‑killer Rookie”
 Soloing an elite monster while still a newbie.
 Reward: +3 to every stat except Faith and Charm.

    A flood of pop‑ups and chimes filled his view.
 It wasn’t a first‑ever achievement—someone else had done it before—but who cared?

    
      That was a perfect slash.
    

    His clenched hands still shook.
 He’d landed the absolute best swing he could.
 When the dust cleared, he was the one left standing.
 That was all that mattered.

    “I did it.”

    The rush was huge—maybe the sweetest victory high he’d ever felt.
 Once the thrill ebbed, he steadied his breathing and scanned the room.

    
      Wonder what loot I got…
    

    Rumor said elite monsters dropped way better gear than regular mobs.
 Time to taste that juicy reward.

    He laid a hand on the Knight’s corpse—golden light welled up.

    Ding!
 [You obtained Skeleton Knight’s Ring (Epic).]

    Level req: 10
 Max HP +100
 Attack Speed +5 %
 Crit Chance +2 %
 Special: Bonus STR equal to 10 % of your current STR (+2 now).

    
      Description: A ring infused with the Knight’s brutal power. Enemies will kneel before your overwhelming strength.
    

    
      Epic!
    

    Yoo Hyun’s eyes went wide.
 Epic was just one tier below Unique—two full grades above his junk iron sword.

    
      And it’s a growth item?
    

    His max HP nearly doubled on the spot, and the strength bonus scaled as he got stronger.
 He remembered Hwarang drooling over rare‑grade gear; epic stuff sold for at least a million won on the market.
 He could use it now and flip it later—nice.

    
      Worth every drop of sweat.
    

    He pumped a fist, grinning.

    Now… where was the exit?
 Everything he’d read said an instanced dungeon opens a portal once you kill the boss.

    But the dungeon was too quiet.

    Just as that thought crossed his mind—

    
      Fwoooosh.
    

    Brilliant light flooded the chamber, banishing every shadow.

    “Huh?”

    He narrowed his eyes.
 Far off, something big was standing there… vaguely human‑shaped.

    
      What the heck is that?
    

    Surely it wasn’t another boss. His sword was toast.
 He approached carefully and finally saw it clearly.

    “A statue?”

    A stone sculpture: a man with a violin tucked under his chin, a stylish cape draped over his shoulders.
 Yoo Hyun somehow knew—this was the “Guide of Melody.”

    
      Is this the bard the elder mentioned?
    

    Beside the statue sat a stone tablet:

    “He who has touched the divine, offer a performance for the gods.”

    “A performance for the gods, huh…”

    The moment he whispered the words, a quest window popped up.

    Linked Quest: Path of the Guide (1)
 Trial 1: Clear the Deep Forest Dungeon (within 24 h of accepting).
 Trial 2: ???

    The text shimmered, like someone scribbling over it with a pencil—

    Trial 1: Clear Deep Forest Dungeon 
 Trial 2: Offer a performance to the gods (In progress)

    
      Failing means you can’t change class to ‘Guide of Melody’.
    

    “Play for the gods, huh…”

    His gaze slid to the violin the statue held.

    
      

      

    

  
    

    
      
        Music Genius in Virtual Reality Episode 19
      
    

    “Offer a performance for the gods…”

    Yoo Hyun’s eyes locked onto the violin in the statue’s hands.
 He hadn’t been looking for an instrument. Instinct just dragged his gaze there.

    A low hum…
 It was as if the violin itself was whispering, “Hey, over here. Look at me.”

    
      That violin’s the real deal—solid wood, nothing stone about it.
    

    He stepped up, lifted it off the statue with care, and froze.

    
      Top‑tier… wow.
    

    A hundred years sealed in a damp dungeon, yet the thing looked showroom‑fresh.
 Only heavy‑duty magic could pull that off.
 He grabbed the bow, settled into playing position—

    
      Ding!
    

    [You obtained Violin of the Guide of Melody (Legendary).]
 A perfectly maintained instrument once used by the Guide of Melody. It’s a replica and can only be played temporarily.
 Durability: 1/1

    Legendary.
 His practice violin back at the cathedral was Common; this was two whole ranks higher.

    
      Replica, one‑time use, huh… Guess I’ve got one shot. Make it count.
    

    Zinng. He plucked a single string.

    Sharp, crystal‑clear sound stabbed through the air.

    “!”

    Just that tiny note was dazzling—deep lows, brilliant highs, a tone that sparkled.

    
      This rivals a Guarneri… maybe even a Stradivarius.
    

    He remembered the day a patron let him play the Strad “Messiah.”

    
      So sensitive…
    

    The better the violin, the pickier it got.
 A millimeter of finger angle or a gram of pressure made or broke the note.

    
      How long since I touched something this touchy?
    

    Which meant everything depended on the player.
 A wild colt—or heaven’s own voice—rested in his hands.

    The word Messiah popped into his mind, and the quest text said, “Play for the gods.”
 Could any piece fit better?

    He had his piece. He raised the bow.

    
      Zing!
    

    Warm, gorgeous notes rolled out.
 They wrapped the dungeon in velvet.

    What he played was Handel’s Messiah, HWV 56—Part II finale, “Hallelujah.”
 The Christmas one everybody knows.

    Handel wrote the whole 52‑number giant in 24 days—people said the Spirit moved him.
 Perfect for a god‑offering.

    Zing, zing—bow danced, melody soared.
 Reverent, yet never heavy; lively, yet never trivial.
 The damp dungeon felt lighter, holier, like every chord scrubbed the walls clean.

    “Whew…”

    Time slowed.
 Body and instrument fused.
 The violin seemed to taunt him: “C’mon, give me more.”

    Whoever owned you before—hope they’re ready for me. He smirked.

    Left hand flew—pressing, plucking, stroking, like he was dueling the instrument.

    
      Man, this is fun.
    

    His own composition “Thrill” flashed in his head, but focus was everything.
 Burn every last ember—only then might the gods hear.

    Zing‑zing!
 The music thickened, reality warped.
 The dank cave stretched into a grand cathedral right around him.

    And then—

    
      Ding!
    

    
      [Violin durability exhausted.]
    

    “Ah—!”

    The violin shimmered into motes of light.

    
      [Replica destroyed; instrument vanishes.]
    

    He reached out, but the grains sifted through his fingers.

    
      Been ages since I had a violin like that…
    

    The feeling of its strings still tingled in his fingertips.

    But he didn’t despair.

    
      Replica means there’s an original. Someone that powerful wouldn’t leave only a copy.
    

    “Yeah… we’ll meet again.”
 And when that day comes, he’ll play till his soul catches fire.

    
      Ding!
    

    [Trial 2 complete – Offer a performance to the gods]
 [Trial 3: ???]

    Progress pop‑up—sweet music to his ears.

    “It reached them.”
 He pumped his fist. Nothing better for a musician.

    
      Ding!
    

    [Reward acquired.]
 [Broken Violin Bow (Legendary) obtained.]
 A bow granted only to those acknowledged by the Guide of Melody. It’s snapped and out of hair, but a master smith of divine relics could restore it.
 Durability: 0/3380

    “Legendary!”

    Light coalesced into a bow in his palm.

    “The bow the Guide used…”

    Smooth, glossy wood tingled against his skin.
 No violin, but muscle memory pulled him into playing stance.

    
      I can feel it—this bow belongs to that violin.
    

    He studied it.

    
      What wood is this? It’s not even pernambuco… and these hairs sure aren’t horse tail.
    

    Nothing in the real world matched it.
 Divine artifact indeed.

    
      Can’t use it till it’s fixed.
    

    It was warped, hairless, and useless for now.
 Sighing, he tucked it into his inventory.

    
      Given only to those he accepts, huh…
    

    His eyes narrowed in curiosity.
 Just how incredible is the Guide of Melody?

    “Now I really wanna meet you.”

    
      [Dungeon cleared. Exit open. Please leave within 1 minute.]
    

    Rumble. Rocks started dropping—the whole place looked ready to cave in.

    “Time to bounce.”

    With light steps, he headed for the portal.

    
      Almost there. Just one more step to meet him.
    

    Third trial, here he comes.

    Whooooosh—

    The portal spat him out at the starter zone instead of the cave entrance.
 Yeah, sometimes respawn points are random.

    
      Guess the cave collapsing did that.
    

    Night had fallen; darkness blanketed the village.
 The NPCs were clocking out, heading home.
 Glancing around, Yoo Hyun spotted someone still outside—the drill sergeant, Instructor Olsen.

    “Instructor!”

    “Ah, you’re back!”

    Olsen dropped the gear he’d been sorting and hurried over, giving Yoo Hyun a quick once‑over.

    “Looks like you’re in one piece. Thank goodness.”

    A dungeon sealed for a hundred‑plus years could’ve been crawling with cursed monsters.
 No telling what abomination might have popped out.

    “If it weren’t for your lessons, sir, I’d probably be dead.”

    “Come on, too much humility’s just exaggeration. With your skill, the mobs out there should’ve been easy.”

    Olsen chuckled, thinking the kid was joking.

    “No, really—it got rough. Skeletons were fine, but when the Skeleton Knight showed up…”

    “S‑S‑Skeleton Knight?!”

    Olsen’s eyes went saucer‑wide.
 A Skeleton Knight was an elite monster, and there weren’t supposed to be any of those near this village.
 If there had been, he’d have cut it down himself.

    
      Elite mobs are basically walking disasters for outsiders like these players.
    

    “Just surviving is a miracle. What color rank was it? No, you were running for your life—maybe you couldn’t check.”

    White or yellow ranks were manageable; anything higher was trouble.
 If it had been black‑ranked… no one in town could’ve handled that thing.

    “I’ll have to send a scouting team first thing tomorrow.”

    Compared to the instructor’s panic—

    “It was black. And no worries, sir—I already beat it.”

    Yoo Hyun’s tone was calm, almost casual.

    “Y‑you what? Are you serious?”

    “Proof right here.” He showed the ring he’d looted.

    
      [Skeleton Knight’s Ring (Epic)]
    

    Only then did Olsen believe him.

    “The Skeleton Knight’s ring…! You really did kill it!”

    Pure shock etched across Olsen’s face.
 A black‑rank elite was dozens of times stronger than its peers.
 Yoo Hyun had gone in at level 1, so the gap might’ve been hundreds of times.

    
      Solo‑cleared a dungeon, then took out an elite… unreal.
    

    Even after teaching him secret sword forms, it still defied logic.

    
      Well, he did reach stage 4 of the special training…
    

    If his sword hadn’t snapped, the kid might’ve cleared stage 4, too.
 Yoo Hyun was a hard‑work prodigy who turned impossible into doable.

    “Magnificent—you are truly magnificent. Teaching you was the best decision of my life.”

    The feeling was mutual.

    “And I’m honestly thankful to have learned from you, Instructor.”

    Yoo Hyun pulled out the legendary bow he’d just earned.

    “Sir, do you know any smith who can repair a divine‑class instrument?”

    “Hm…”

    Olsen narrowed his eyes, studying the warped bow.

    
      A smith who can handle divine relics…
    

    Only a dwarf came to mind. Then he remembered one.

    “There is someone. A blacksmith I knew back in my knight days.”

    “From your knight days?”

    “He runs a forge in another city, and he was obsessed with the Guide of Melody.”

    Years ago, Olsen had befriended a dwarf smith—quirky perfectionist, stubborn as bedrock—because they both loved stories about the Guide.
 If anyone could help Yoo Hyun, it was him.

    “You’ll be heading to the capital soon, right? Make a stop in Lutetia. Look for a smithy called Whale Arms & Forge.”

    Olsen whipped out a pen and scribbled on a slip of paper.

    
      Ding!
    

    [You received Olsen’s Letter of Recommendation.]
 Show this to the owner of Whale Arms & Forge for a huge reputation boost.

    “Hand him that and he’ll tell you whatever you need.”

    Yoo Hyun’s eyes lit up.
 Getting a recommendation from an NPC was rare—instant massive favor points.

    “Thank you so much, sir!”

    “Heh, think nothing of it.”

    Skeleton Knight down, legendary loot earned—miracles on miracles for the instructor’s pupil.
 A letter was the least he could give.

    “So, where to next?”

    “I was thinking of hitting the cathedral for late‑night practice. Maybe help Charles if he’s around.”

    “Whoa there, spare my father some mercy.” Olsen waved him off, grinning.
 “He already sealed the place early, figuring you’d charge in after clearing the dungeon. You’re exhausted—get some rest.”

    “Haha…”

    Yoo Hyun scratched his cheek. The fatigue bar was flashing crimson.
 A catnap at the inn crossed his mind, but logging out sounded better. He had work to do at home.

    “Then I’ll call it a night.”

    “Good. See you tomorrow, bright and sharp.”

    Yoo Hyun bowed and logged out.

    
      I think I can finish it now…
    

    Tonight’s trial had sparked a tidal wave of inspiration.

    
      Maybe… just maybe I’ll write the greatest piece of my life.
    

    The surge of ideas demanded to be poured onto paper right now.
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    Whoooosh.
 The lids of two capsule pods slid open.
 One had held Yoo Hyun; the other, Sang-chul

    “Whoa—already done?”
 Sang‑cheol stretched, wearing that time‑flew‑by grin.

    Yoo Hyun, on the other hand, yanked off the visor and belts like a man in a hurry.

    He stepped out, headed straight to Sang-chul

    “Hyung, I’m heading out first.”
 “Huh? Where to?”
 “Home.”
 “Not walking back together? C’mon—beer, snacks, trash talk?”

    Sang‑cheol tilted his head. They lived in the same direction—why split up?
 And he was dying to brag about the rare drop he’d just scored.

    Something up? He wondered—until he caught Yoo Hyun’s face.

    
      Ah—he’s had a brain‑spark.
    

    It was the look Yoo Hyun always wore when inspiration slammed into him—same look he got in the orphanage days, vanishing mid‑play only to return shouting, “I wrote a new piece!”

    Sang‑cheol smirked, nostalgia hitting him.

    “Go on, then. And nail it.”
 “Thanks!”

    Without another word, Yoo Hyun bolted from the capsule café.

    He sprinted home, lungs burning—but the grin on his face screamed excitement, not exhaustion.
 Ideas were pouring out faster than he could hold them.

    
      Gotta get it down before it fades.
    

    He could finish the piece he’d played for his brother the other day—he felt it.

    At home, he kicked off his shoes, ignored washing his hands, ignored changed clothes—straight to the PC.

    Click—project file “Thrill” loaded.
 Bars and notes crammed the screen; it looked uneditable, a tangled jungle.

    
      But now I see exactly what’s missing.
    

    His fingers flew, tightening drums, beefing up bass.
 Things that were foggy yesterday were crystal clear now.

    
      The old version just looked impressive—it didn’t feel it.
    

    He replayed the dungeon in his head—the life‑or‑death clash with the Skeleton Knight.
 The clang of metal, the sting of wounds, the mind‑games, the moment time slowed, and he took the monster’s head.

    Boom‑boom!
 He stamped those heartbeats into kick drums and bass lines—amping the tension.

    Few people on earth had almost lost their heads and lived to turn it into music—this was uniquely his.

    Takatak!
 In the orchestral section, he pictured the hymn he’d just offered to the gods—Handel’s Messiah.
 He replaced a solo vocal line with full‑choir harmonies—highs and lows weaving together, voices pouring out praise.

    
      Sharp violin slices over rich choral chords—yes!
    

    He imagined it all—the drums pounding like heartbeats, bass gluing the mix, clean electric guitars adding life, then the orchestra and choir detonating together in the finale—

    Goosebumps. Hands shook with certainty.

    
      This. This is it.
    

    Whoever heard this would feel that shiver—he was sure. Not arrogance—cold conviction.

    Tick.
 Edits done, he stared at the jam‑packed measures.

    
      Needs a new title.
    

    Normally, he’d agonize, but not tonight.

    
      Not “Thrill”…
    

    The name flashed at the same instant he hit save.

    A hymn to the divine.
 A song to drag him out of that dark cave and into the light.

    
      “Anthem.”
    

    That was its name.

    A&R—Artist & Repertoire. The team that builds an artist’s concept, sound, and whole direction.

    “Let’s start the meeting.”

    A tense conference room.
 At the screen stood Park Jeong‑hoo, team leader of SAM Ent.’s A&R Team 1—his trademark shaved head shining in the projector glow.

    “As you can see, the past month we focused on scouting international composers—especially those comfortable with classical instrumentation…”

    Keyboard clacks filled the room as staff typed notes.

    One man, arms crossed at the head of the table, looked thoroughly unimpressed.

    “So—did you actually bring a song or not?”

    This was Kim Soo‑deok, SAM’s CEO and founder.
 His tone dripped annoyance.

    “Jeong‑hoo, we’ve been at this for half a year. Comeback was slated for early this year—still no title track? How does that make sense?”

    His sarcasm echoed.
 Park Jeong‑hoo answered without a flicker of panic.

    “I understand, sir. But we can’t hand just any song to SUGAR GIRLS. They’re our flagship act.”

    “Who said any song? Our in‑house team’s got plenty—for the record, you rejected everyone. You know that’s an insult to them, right?”

    “No insult intended, sir. The concepts simply didn’t match, so we passed—regretfully.”

    Clash. CEO versus A&R chief: two titans headbutting.
 Staff muttered inside: Here we go again…

    “I’m tired of this fight,” Soo‑deok sighed. “Remember that oriental concept you pitched? It tested well. Tweak it—go Gabo‑era, floral kimonos, that vibe.”

    “Great way to break them up, sir. If that’s what you want.”

    Jeong‑hoo’s deadpan reply hit like ice.

    “Watch your tone.”

    “Apologies—just shocked by the suggestion. I’ll watch my wording.”

    Soo‑deok exhaled.
 He was an industry legend—built SAM from nothing to major‑label status.

    
      Sure, we pulled off that rare oriental concept last time—but that worked only because of SUGAR’S star power. A “Gabo” theme? Risking accusations of pro‑Japanese pandering in two seconds flat.
    

    He knew it was a bad idea—he’d just blurted it, exhausted by the endless meetings.

    
      Still—why do I even have to push this hard…?
    

    Kim Soo‑deok let out a bitter sigh.

    It had been almost six months of head‑butting with Team‑Lead Park Jeong‑hoo, and the stress was threatening what little hair he had left.
 Park was already bald by choice—no worries there—but Kim was not so lucky.

    
      I can’t just steamroll the guy…
    

    Nor could he completely ignore Park’s opinions. From first‑gen idols ROCKET BOY to SUGAR GIRLS, Park had minted four back‑to‑back headline acts. He was a legend in his own right, hence why the CEO and team lead could spar on equal footing.

    “Park, at this rate, SUGAR GIRLS will never make a comeback. Can’t we recycle one of their past concepts? The girls are pushing late twenties.”

    “Their original concept was ‘Sugar High’—sweet teenage bliss. We can’t slap the ‘teen’ label on women in their late twenties. Fans won’t buy it, sir.”

    Park sighed inwardly. He did understand the CEO’s frustration.

    “As you know, SUGAR GIRLS now need to stand as veterans. This comeback is their last chance to pivot—either they solidify a mature legacy or fade out on nostalgia.”

    Sure, any half‑decent song would still rake in cash—this year. But that could be their last hurrah. They weren’t girls anymore.

    “At least ditch the full classical stuff. Go veteran warrior or girl‑crush—”

    “Sir, half the rookies debut every year with girl‑crush vibes. It’s saturated.”

    Concept meant everything in K‑pop—just look at how retro Y2K came roaring back.

    Park adjusted his glasses.

    “We need classical. It delivers power and elegance, feels both familiar and fresh, and it will play great overseas where classical still thrives.”

    Audiences don’t stan mediocrity; they flock to what looks bigger and grander. That’s why Park wanted a classical concept.

    “And that’s lovely when you actually have a song. We’re stuck because we don’t, right?”

    Exactly. They had no track that was powerful, refined, familiar, and new. Park narrowed his eyes at the thought.

    “……”

    Kim Soo‑deok finally made a call.

    “Fine—hunt till the end of this week. If nothing, drop classical. Rehash an old hit or cook up something new—whatever gets them back fastest.”

    He was a businessman first. Grateful as he was to SUGAR, money had to flow. Time for decisive action—and a crisis for Park.

    “Give me one more month, sir. I’ll find an overseas composer—or have our team rewrite—”

    His smartwatch buzzed hard.

    [Here’s the demo you asked for.]
 From: Han Yoo Hyun

    The composer he’d contacted via Sumare’s CEO a few days ago. Perfect timing.

    “Five‑minute break, boss?”

    “Outta nowhere?”

    “Yes, sir.”

    Park rushed from the room. “Always at his own pace,” the CEO muttered.

    “Anthem… good title,” Park whispered, earbuds in.

    He hit play on Yoo Hyun’s track, and his eyes went wide.

    “……!”

    Three minutes evaporated. He replayed it—still stunned.

    
      This isn’t a demo…
    

    Full, polished sound; no empty spaces; raw battle tension fused with stately orchestration.

    He began to see it:

    
      Yuna on the dance break, Harin belting the high note…
    

    Concepts sprang to life.

    
      Visuals—clear as day.
    

    Gothic dresses, long boots for the edge, and tiaras for a regal, fearless queen vibe.

    
      I can see it all.
    

    A song that paints its own concept—strong enough for a title track. Anthem was the perfect name: a grand hymn proclaiming the queen’s return.

    “Boss! I found it!”

    “Park? I’m picking lunch. Jajang or jjamppong?”

    “Lunch can wait!”

    Park’s shiny bald head gleamed under the projector as he declared:

    “We’ve got SUGAR GIRLS’ title track!”
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    Bzzzz.

    The smartwatch on Yoo Hyun’s wrist buzzed hard.

    “Ugh...”

    He slowly opened his eyes, annoyed by the persistent vibration.

    Sunlight was streaming in through the curtains.

    It was already 1 p.m.

    “Guess I passed out right after composing.”

    He had been working on a song all night and crashed without realizing it.

    The only silver lining was that he had to get up anyway for the ancestral ceremony later.

    Trying to comfort himself, Yoo Hyun picked up his phone.

    [Team Leader Park Jeong-hoo: Hello, composer-nim. This is Park Jeong-hoo from SAM Entertainment.]

    “…He replied already?!”

    It was a reply about the demo track he’d sent to SAM Entertainment’s Park Jeong-hoo.

    He’d scheduled it to send around lunchtime, just in case. And now, less than an hour later, he already got a response.

    Which meant he must’ve checked it immediately and texted right away.

    Yoo Hyun swallowed nervously.

    [Team Leader Park Jeong-hoo: I really enjoyed your demo. It matched the concept perfectly, and the sound was polished and complete. It was fantastic.]

    [Team Leader Park Jeong-hoo: To get straight to the point, we’d love to move forward with a contract with you. We’d like to go over the details once we begin the process.]

    [Team Leader Park Jeong-hoo: I heard you prefer to communicate digitally, but if possible, we’d really appreciate it if you could visit our office for a concept meeting. Of course, only if you’re comfortable with that. Please let us know what works for you. Thank you.]

    “…No way.”

    Yoo Hyun’s eyes went wide, like saucers.

    His face said it all—he honestly had no idea how to process what was happening.

    I mean… SAM Entertainment. That SAM Ent. One of the biggest idol agencies in Korea.

    “They want to use my demo… as the title track.”

    Sure, he poured his heart and soul into that song.

    But still—this felt surreal. Especially from SAM Entertainment, of all places.

    “I can’t go today ‘cause of the ceremony... but I should reply now.”

    He sent a quick text: “I’ll visit the office. Any day except today works for me.”

    If they were already asking him to join the concept meeting, the deal was basically sealed.

    And honestly, Yoo Hyun wasn’t too worried about the in-person part.

    His hearing was gone, yeah—but if he just told them honestly, wouldn’t they try to work with him?

    “If they can’t even do that, then they’re not worth working with anyway.”

    Maybe that was the simplest way to judge what kind of company SAM really was.

    Then he checked the time in Wonderland, the VR game.

    “9 a.m. game time. If I hit the capsule room now, I’ll make it just in time.”

    Plenty of time to squeeze in one last rehearsal before the ceremony.

    “Let’s do this.”

    Yoo Hyun tossed on a cap and headed out the door.

    
      Doom, doom!
    

    “Thanks for your hard work.”

    The delicate fingers that had been dancing over the keyboard slowly came to a stop.

    The final rehearsal was over.

    “Whew...”
 “Haaa...”

    The schedule had been a bit tight, but they’d practiced with serious focus.

    Still, everyone looked anxious.

    Charles turned toward Yoo Hyun, his expression uneasy.

    “Be honest with us... Do you think we played okay? Was it really good enough?”

    He didn’t think of himself as some musical genius, but he wasn’t incompetent either.

    He’d spent his whole life dedicated to music, never slacking as the choir director.

    So why did he feel so nervous now?

    “This ceremony’s got me seriously nervous. I don’t think I’ve ever shaken like this in my life...”

    Maybe it was because he knew who Yoo Hyun really was.

    The genius who’d impressed even the pickiest of musicians.
 The one who breathed new life into their ensemble with something called “expression.”
 The kind of guy whose musical insight was so high up, you couldn’t even see the top.

    Being next to someone like that naturally raised everyone’s standards.

    “You guys did great. It was a fantastic performance.”
 “Y-You mean that? Really?!”

    Just that one sentence eased some of the tension from Charles’s face.

    Yoo Hyun smiled gently.

    Everyone did amazing. And if you can’t trust yourselves right now, then trust me and come with me.
 “You’re not nervous, Yoo Hyun-nim?”
 “Of course I’m nervous. I’m just trying my best not to show it.”
 “How do you manage that?”
 “Because I believe in all the work we’ve done. We gave it everything. All that’s left now is to trust in that effort and give it our all.”

    Charles’s eyes widened.

    It was the kind of answer that could only be described as... noble.

    He was much younger than Charles, yet somehow felt as solid as a mountain.

    ‘Alright. If Yoo Hyun believes, then I’ll believe too.’

    From the moment they’d met in the plaza, Charles had felt something like fate.

    And now, there was no turning back. He just had to trust and follow it through.

    “Alright. Let’s go.”

    A new fire lit up in the eyes of every band member.

    But unfortunately...

    “W-What the... how are there this many people?”
 “Yoo Hyun-nim, it’s raining! If the instruments get wet, they won’t make a sound!”
 “The goddess must be testing us with this trial...”

    So much for the determined vibe.

    The crowd was massive, way more than they expected. And now it was raining.

    [pengkoon: Yoo Hyun-nim! A great performance needs a great audience. I pulled some strings.

    Apparently, Pengkoon’s livestream brought in most of the crowd.

    His channel had anywhere between five to ten thousand viewers at once, so… yeah. It made sense.

    But that wasn’t the problem.

    It was pouring. Like, thunderstorm-level rain.

    Heavy enough that the instruments were soaked, the sound would be muffled, and the rain pounding down might drown out the music entirely.

    Sheet music was flying around in the wind. Total chaos.

    “Can we reschedule the ceremony?” Yoo Hyun asked seriously.

    “No,” Charles shook his head. “It has to happen today.”
 “Then... has it ever rained like this during a ceremony before?”
 “Once. A hundred years ago, apparently. But even then, they went through with it.”

    Yoo Hyun narrowed his eyes.

    “So... it has to go on, no matter what.”

    Backing out wasn’t an option.

    If they didn’t play, they wouldn’t receive the blessing at all. Better to try and play something than give up entirely.

    Quickly gathering his thoughts, Yoo Hyun turned to the others.

    “Let’s go.”
 “R-Right now?! Shouldn’t we wait for the rain to let up...?”
 “Waiting for a storm like this to stop is just leaving everything to the gods.”

    Live performance is chaos by nature.

    No matter how much you prepare, something will go wrong.

    Some violinists break strings mid-performance. Pianists sometimes have their instruments fail completely.

    It’s natural to feel like the world’s against you in those moments.

    But even then—

    
      Some people pull off miracles.
    

    Yoo Hyun smiled faintly.

    Playing through the chaos, meeting the audience’s expectations—

    That’s part of what it means to be a true performer.

    “Let’s not wait for a miracle—let’s be the miracle.”

    
      Shhhh.
    

    The rain got heavier. Everyone was soaked. Instruments felt heavier with every drop.

    “…Are they even going to start…?”

    The audience murmured nervously.

    Just when doubt was starting to spread—

    
      Ding.
    

    A single, gentle note from the piano rang out.

    Silence swept through the crowd.

    Yoo Hyun’s hands moved to the keys.

    
      Da-la-lang!
    

    The piano started. Alone.

    “Haa...”

    Whether it was sweat or rain, water ran down his face. His fingers slipped over the wet keys like they were skating on ice.

    Still, Yoo Hyun didn’t hesitate.

    And then—

    
      Ziiiiing!
    

    A beautiful violin melody layered over the piano.

    Yoo Hyun glanced to the side.

    It was Geye, eyes closed, fully immersed in the music.

    No sign of the fear he’d shown earlier.

    ‘Just like you said. You’re trusting me and following along.’

    Yoo Hyun sighed in relief.

    
      The show must go on.
    

    Just like Freddie Mercury, who sang until the very end, even while fighting illness—

    Because he knew someone was listening.

    Yoo Hyun believed that, too. That someone out there was hearing him.

    “This is about putting my heart into it. About sharing that with others.”

    Even if he died mid-performance, he’d keep playing to the end.

    That’s what it means to be an artist.

    
      Ziing. Da-la-lang!
    

    The instruments blended into one harmony.

    Yoo Hyun’s piano supported it all, as if to say:

    “No need to rush. It’s okay to make mistakes—just follow my rhythm.”

    So what if they messed up? So what if they didn’t play it perfectly?

    They all came with the same heart, for the goddess.

    And playing right here, right now, in front of this huge crowd?

    This was happiness.

    Just thinking that calmed him, filled him with joy.

    The worries faded. His fingers moved freely, fully immersed.

    He and the piano became one. A small smile touched his lips.

    “…!”

    And Charles saw it.

    That smile, right in the middle of all this chaos.

    “How can someone smile in a moment like this…?”

    Rain poured harder, muffling the sound of their soaked instruments.

    Sheet music had blown away long ago.

    They were barely hanging on, trying to keep up with Yoo Hyun’s lead.

    Honestly, it felt like being on a sinking ship in the middle of a hurricane.

    They were probably making tons of mistakes. It couldn’t be a clean performance.

    “And yet… how is he so calm?”

    Charles recalled their earlier conversation.

    “Aren’t you nervous, Yoo Hyun-nim?”
 “Of course I am. I just try not to let it get to me.”
 “How do you manage that?”
 “I trust the work I’ve done. We gave it everything. Now we just have to throw ourselves into it with all our heart.”

    Whether it was turning Geye’s heart, or training with Olsen, or clearing the deep forest dungeon—

    Whenever a challenge came, Yoo Hyun always smiled.

    He said he believed in the effort and sincerity he’d put in.

    “…Just like my own son.”

    Charles suddenly remembered his son, who used to swing a sword in the training yard.

    Rain or snow, unless he was physically broken, he trained every day.

    “…And Yoo Hyun too. All he asked was to play music, just once, no matter how.”

    Some might’ve brushed it off as just another performance, but to Yoo Hyun, it felt like a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.

    
      “Have I ever truly given my all to music?”
    

    In that moment, Charles realized something.

    He had been coasting for a long time.

    
      “Not even once in my life… have I ever put everything I had into something!”
    

    He’d always known he wasn’t as gifted as Paolo or Geye. And after becoming the choir director, he’d convinced himself that was enough for someone like him—a normal, average person.

    He’d told himself it was okay to just be a supporting role.

    
      “Even if I chose to be the supporting role… did I ever really commit to even that?”
    

    The outcome always reflects the effort.

    So if this is where he ended up, it just means this is all he’s ever really worked for.

    Thinking of his son, who dedicated his whole life to swordsmanship to become an honorary knight, or of Yoo Hyun, who pours his soul into music… Charles couldn’t help but feel ashamed of how half-hearted he had been.

    
      “I don’t know where I’ll end up… but at the very least, shouldn’t I try as hard as they do?”
    

    He still had a long way to go as a musician.

    Even someone as talented as Yoo Hyun never stopped striving forward. Then how could someone like him have any excuse to stay comfortable?

    And the moment he truly accepted that—

    Ding!
 [Charles has gained enlightenment!]
 [He has broken past his current knowledge and reached a higher level of musical understanding.]
 [If he continues to train, he will be able to awaken as an advanced musician.]

    Ding!
 [Geye has gained enlightenment!]
 [Martin has gained enlightenment!]
 [Geye and Martin have gained the opportunity to awaken as advanced musicians!]

    Something inside Charles, Martin, and Geye had changed.

    There wasn’t some dramatic visual shift—no sudden boost in stats or a surge of magical power.

    But in their eyes… was fire. Determination.

    A kind of inner strength that wouldn’t falter even in the face of a storm.

    
      “Their eyes… they’ve changed.”
    

    Yoo Hyun noticed it too and felt a sense of relief.

    They’d finally found the kind of strength he had.

    He got a notification that he’d achieved some sort of “milestone” too, but now wasn’t the time to check that.

    Now was the moment they could give the best performance of their lives.

    “Focus till the very end!”

    With Yoo Hyun’s direction, Charles, Martin, and Geye’s instruments came together in perfect harmony.

    Each sound stacked beautifully, filling in where the others were lacking.

    The members played with a level of focus they’d never shown before.

    “Just do what I can.”
 “All I can do is give it everything I have.”
 “Yoo Hyun is right in front of me anyway.”

    Wishing to be better doesn’t make you better on the spot. That kind of change needs preparation.

    But enjoying the music? That, they could do right now.

    The more they leaned into that thought, the more the performance became fun. Their tense bodies relaxed, and peace washed over them.

    Before they knew it, small smiles began forming on their faces.

    “Is ensemble playing… always this fun?”
 “What a beautiful sound… So this is what harmony really means.”
 “I never thought I’d be part of something that sounds this beautiful.”

    Harmony. That’s exactly what it was.

    They didn’t have sheet music. Yoo Hyun’s direction changed constantly. They’d drifted far from what they practiced.

    And yet somehow, this performance felt more in sync than any they’d done before.

    
      “This is fun. So, so much fun!”
    

    And deep down, they knew—this joy they were feeling right now?

    The audience could feel it too.

    Everyone could feel the happiness flowing from their performance.

    Ding. Ding!
 Ziiing!

    The strings and keys fell silent.

    The music, which felt like it could go on forever, had reached its end.

    Whether it was rain or sweat, something kept pouring down their faces.

    “Hoo… hoo…”
 “Haaah…”

    But their eyes stayed closed.

    As if they were still basking in the powerful afterglow of what they’d just experienced.

    And then—

    
      Clap.
    

    Someone clapped.

    It was pengkoon. He’d been so mesmerized, the sound escaped him before he even realized it.

    One person’s applause wasn’t enough to reach the stage through a crowd of thousands.

    But it was more than enough for the person standing beside him to hear.

    Clap clap.
 Clap clap clap.

    Pengkoon’s small ripple soon became a wave of roaring applause.

    Everyone stood up, faces drenched in awe, and gave a standing ovation.

    “Bravo!”
 “Braaavooo!!”

    No matter who they were or why they had come, everyone clapped with sincerity.

    Because what they’d just witnessed was a once-in-a-lifetime performance—one money couldn’t even buy.

    
      “It’s over…”
    

    Yoo Hyun was the first to open his eyes.

    In front of him, every single person was sending him thunderous applause.

    His chest tightened with emotion—relief that they’d made it through, and pride that he’d given it his all.

    Yoo Hyun wiped his forehead with his hand.

    And only then did he realize—what kept dripping down his face wasn’t rain, but sweat.

    
      “…When did it stop raining?”
    

    The skies above the venue were now shining with warm, clear sunlight, like there had never been a storm at all.

    Talk about timing.

    
      “So… I really did it. I created a miracle.”
    

    Maybe it was the power of their music that brought it about.

    As that thought crossed his mind, the other performers began opening their eyes too.

    And as they took in the wave of applause in front of them, their eyes widened with disbelief.

    “Woah…”
 “I never imagined I’d experience something like this in my lifetime.”
 “My heart feels like it’s going to burst.”

    It was the kind of rare, magical moment you might experience once in a lifetime.

    Maybe this was the first time for all of them.

    Their eyes shimmered with overwhelming emotion—Geye even looked like she might cry at any second.

    Then it happened.

    Ding!
 [The ritual has ended.]
 [The blessing grade will now be determined based on the performance.]
 [Evaluating performance level…]

    “The ritual’s over. The Goddess will soon respond…!”

    Charles narrowed his eyes.

    Last year, when he played with Saint Paolo, they’d barely achieved a "high blessing."

    Even if a top-tier blessing was out of reach now, he was sure they’d at least earn the mid-tier.

    
      “We played through a storm… and gave the performance of a lifetime!”
    

    To him, it was the best he’d ever done in his whole life.

    
      “Just a mid-tier blessing would be enough. That alone would keep the village safe for the next two years…”
    

    Ding!
 [Evaluation complete.]
 [The village of Hemona will receive a High Blessing due to the extraordinary performance!]

    “H-High blessing?!”

    Charles, Geye, and Martin’s eyes went wide.

    There’d only ever been one time they’d seen a High Blessing awarded in their entire lives.

    It was during a historic ensemble by four legendary court musicians, now long passed.

    
      “Does this mean… our performance was that good?”
    

    A High Blessing would ensure three years of peace for the village.

    But that wasn’t all.

    The weather would stay pleasant. The villagers would live happier, more joyful lives.

    This wasn’t just peace—it was bliss.

    But it didn’t stop there.

    Ding!
 [Three NPCs achieved enlightenment through a single performance.]
 [First-of-its-kind achievement unlocked!]
 [You’ve earned the title: “Am I… someone’s teacher?”]

    Now it was Yoo Hyun’s turn.

    Ding!
 [High Blessing and First Achievement created synergy!]
 [Calculating rewards based on appropriate criteria…]
 [Existing rewards are being upgraded…]

    Notifications and messages poured in.

    Yoo Hyun had seen something like this before.

    
      “Back when Geye gave me that side quest…”
    

    Back then, too, by changing Geye’s heart and creating a synergy between achievements, he’d unlocked an upgraded reward—

    —one that led to a questline involving a legendary class.

    What would it be this time?

    As he wondered—

    Ding!
 [Evaluation complete.]

    
      [Your Charm stat has increased by 10 due to the special performance.]
    

    
      “A special performance…”
    

    The message said his reward was being enhanced, which meant this wasn’t the end.

    He held his breath—what was coming next?

    Ding!
 [The blessing has evolved due to the performance.]

    
      [High Blessing evolves into Supreme Blessing!]
    

    
      [This is an extraordinary achievement!]
    

    
      [In honor of this feat, the Goddess Cecilia will appear in person!]
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    A system-wide announcement exploded across Wonderland:

    
      [ The Goddess Cecilia will manifest in Hemona Village ]
    

    Fwoooosh—
 A cascade of light poured from the sky, spreading until it shaped itself into a woman.

    
      [ Goddess Cecilia is revealing herself! ]
    

    Porcelain skin. Waist‑length, silken hair.
 A pure‑white gown embroidered with a harp motif and a flower‑woven crown.
 She was stunning enough to steal breath, yet her presence felt unmistakably divine, beautiful, and intimidating all at once.

    “Oh wow… that’s Goddess Cecilia.”
 “I‑I can’t believe I’m seeing a goddess with my own eyes…”

    Charles, Martin, and Geye stared like they were spell‑struck.
 Maybe it was awe at meeting the deity they worshipped; maybe it was simple intoxication at beauty beyond mortal reach.
 Yoo Hyun felt the same.

    
      …She’s gorgeous.
    

    Even someone who barely noticed other people’s looks had his heart snatched away. It wasn’t mere beauty; it was an almost sacred ecstasy, like standing before a living masterpiece.

    Ping!

    
      [ Goddess Cecilia bestows a supreme blessing upon the village ]
    

    She lifted a hand, and gold dust rained across the sky.

    • Crop growth speed doubles; harvest yield +150 %
 • Farmers’ stamina reinforced; labor time halved
 • Nature’s grace repels weeds and pests
 • The soil stores rainfall, keeping the perfect moisture
 • Blessing duration: five years

    “Whoa, that’s so pretty…”
 “Dude, those buffs are insane!”

    Some people stared up, dazzled by the golden sand‑like light; others gaped at the ridiculous stat boosts.

    The blessing hit, and the village transformed in seconds.
 Flowers burst open, a gentle, warm breeze swept the fields, like the world itself was answering the goddess’s gift.

    Ping!
 A window popped up in front of Yoo Hyun:

    
      [ Goddess Cecilia is calling you. Answer? ]
    

    He nodded, and his sight flared pure white.

    
      Urgh—
    

    Suddenly, he was hovering high above, looking down over the entire village, as if he’d left his body.

    
      So this is what Hemona Village really looks like…
    

    Spring fields still bare, farmers sweating as they worked—

    
      —! The sprouts just popped instantaneously.
    

    The supreme blessing landed, and seeds erupted into seedlings. Trees thickened, flowers painted the hills. Watching months of springtime growth in seconds was breathtaking and surreal.

    “Hey, the seeds we sowed two days ago already sprouted!”
 “It’s the goddess’s grace—blessed harvest this year, for sure!”

    Kids wove grass bracelets and chased balls, villagers laughed under the suddenly blooming trees.
 Yoo Hyun couldn’t help smiling.

    
      Yeah… that’s the look I wanted to see.
    

    
      [ Goddess Cecilia speaks to you ]
    

    A soft, sweet voice brushed his ears—only he could hear it.

    
      The goddess thanks you for creating this beautiful sight 
    

    Honestly, he should be thanking her: the villagers’ joy had filled him with hope.
 He smiled, and the voice continued:

    
      [ She asks: With what heart did you play? ]
    

    “What heart…?”
 For Yoo Hyun, the answer was always the same.

    
      I pour my whole heart into every note.
    

    That was why he’d played to reach Geye, why he’d played through a thunderstorm nobody else could hear—because that’s what music meant to him.

    “To show my true feelings through my music—that’s why I play.”

    Sharpened skills are vital, but a performance packed with genuine feeling can surpass any technique—just look at the grins lighting up Hemona.

    “I kept playing in the downpour because my devotion to you never wavered, my goddess.”

    Turning honest emotion into art—that was music, to him.

    
      [ Goddess Cecilia is delighted ]
    

    Over centuries, hundreds of performers had come to Hemona’s rites—salon virtuosos, royal court maestros, prodigies.
 Plenty were technically brilliant.

    None of them had ever drawn down a supreme blessing—until Yoo Hyun.

    
      [ The goddess answers your heart ]
    

    Plenty had skill; none had dedicated every note to her.
 Only Yoo Hyun.

    
      [ You are the first player recognized by Goddess Cecilia ]
    

    
      [ First Achievement Unlocked ]
    

    
      Legendary Title: 
      
        Favored by Goddess Cecilia
      
    

    
      Your performance touched not just Hemona but the goddess herself. Followers of Cecilia will always welcome you and rush to help when you need it.
    

    
      Reward: All stats, including Divinity and Charisma, +10.
    

    “…!”
 More alerts rolled in. Yoo Hyun’s eyes went round.

    The goddess’s favor…?
 Double the bonuses from last time—and even his never‑raised Divinity stat climbed.

    [ The goddess hopes your feelings never change ]
 [ She says you are worthy ]

    Ping!

    Chain Quest: Path of the Conductor (1)
 • Trial 1: Clear the Deep‑Forest Dungeon (✓)
 • Trial 2: Offer music to the deity (✓)
 • Trial 3: ??? (ongoing)

    That final, mysterious trial had stayed blank until now.

    
      Could it be…?
    

    Right then, the quest text rewrote itself:

    • Trial 3: Earn Goddess Cecilia’s recognition (✓)
 All conditions met to change into the Conductor of the Melody.

    “…!”

    Yoo Hyun’s eyes flew open.

    
      [ Legendary Job Change to 
      
        Conductor of the Melody
      
       begins now! ]
    

    Golden light bursts around Yoo Hyun, wrapping him head to toe—a dazzling, almost holy shade of gold.

    “What the—what is happening right now?”

    Pengkoon stares at the stage, eyes huge.
 Just like last time, reality is doing backflips in front of him.

    css

    CopyEdit

    [ Goddess Cecilia grants a SUPREME BLESSING! ]

    [ Crop‑growth speed ×2, harvest yield +150 % ]

    …

    [ Blessing lasts 5 years ]

    
      

    

    Everyone in the hall gets the same pop‑ups, but Pengkoon can’t believe the numbers.

    So… you stick a seed in the ground and pick the veggies the next day?
 Any farming‑meta player would be spitting coffee all over their keyboard.

    Sure enough, chat blows up instantly:

    pgsql
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    ★ “IAmFarmKing” just tipped ₩5,000  

    - Dude, these buffs are insane. Settle here and you’re printing money.

    - Huh… is it really that crazy?

    - Bro above knows nothing—plant today, harvest tomorrow lol

    - I’m heading to Hemona first thing tomorrow to farm

    - You guys gonna roll fresh alts just to be farmers? lol

    
      

    

    markdown

    CopyEdit

    ★ “Hamdin” tipped ₩10,000  

    - Guys, focus! Did you miss the WORLD MESSAGE in a *starter* village?!

    
      

    

    “Oh—right!”

    Pengkoon’s eyes go wide.
 When the goddess descended, a worldwide system alert went out. He got so distracted by the crop buffs that he totally forgot.

    “When was the last world message? Wasn’t it that Elder Dragon first‑clear?”

    css

    CopyEdit

    - Yep, that was the one.

    - Last world message was a month ago, Elder Dragon raid.

    - A world msg from a *starter* zone? First time in three years, right?

    
      

    

    World Messages show up for every single player online, reserved for game‑history‑level feats.
 The last one Pengkoon saw was that Elder Dragon kill.

    
      So Yoo Hyun’s performance is being ranked right up there with the first Elder Dragon clear.
    

    He replays the scene: a stage soaked in rain, waterlogged instruments somehow weaving perfect harmony, music so pure it stopped the storm.
 A musician who can stop the rain is basically a walking miracle.

    
      Calling it an “achievement” feels too small—this is outright miraculous.
    

    Honestly, it’s par for the course.
 Back when they needed to win Geye’s heart, Yoo Hyun also pulled off dual “first achievements” and created a buff without even having a skill.

    Has ANY player ever summoned a god before?
 And in a starter village, no less.

    Right then, another donation scrolls by:

    css

    CopyEdit

    ★ “Inun” tipped ₩5,000  

    - First, he pops a brand‑new achievement, now a world message… Feels like this guy’s either a top‑ranker’s secret alt or a dev in disguise, right?

    - Big‑brain suspicion accepted

    - Weren’t we done squeezing starter‑town content?

    - Can’t stand it, rolling an alt tomorrow lol

    - Sure thing—watch your wallet melt at character‑creation fees~

    
      

    

    They’ve all got a point: Wonderland’s been live for over three years.
 People have wrung the starter zones dry.

    And yet… someone just summoned a goddess and triggered a world message?
 Yeah, that’s content‑creator gold.

    
      YouTube, streaming, forums—this is gonna blow up.
    

    The universe seems to agree:

    css

    CopyEdit

    ★ “Thompson” just tipped ₩1,000,000  

    - Hi! I’m Thompson. Heard something wild was happening here.

    
      

    

    “Th‑Th‑Thompson? The Thompson, they call the Godfather?”
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    - Holy crap, that’s really him!

    - Godfather’s literally in your chat right now

    - VIP alert in this tiny stream—nuts

    
      

    

    Thompson—a top‑ranker and mega‑streamer—just popped into pengkoon’s channel after hearing the world‑message rumor. The biggest moment of Pengkoon’s streaming life.

    And it only snowballs:

    
      Oh my god! Viewers are skyrocketing…
    

    With Thompson’s arrival, the chat explodes—Chinese, English, Russian, you name it. Viewers from all over pile in.
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    - omg… what am I looking at?!

    - wtf! This is actual nonsense!

    - слышал, что это событие произошло  (I heard this event happened)

    - 我是中国人  (I am Chinese)

    
      

    

    Everybody wants front‑row seats to the miracle Yoo Hyun just pulled off.
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    Thompson.
 A top‑ranked American player and star streamer, one of the few users in Wonderland who wields a Legendary class—the brutally straightforward super‑DPS job, Arch‑Mage.

    His signature move? Spraying Meteors like a sub‑machine‑gun. The pure damage and Hollywood‑level spectacle rocketed him up the rankings, and fans tagged him with the fitting nickname “Godfather.”

    ★ “The Game” just subscribed for 1 month  

    ★ “Raid” just subscribed for 1 month  

    ★ “HOTGUY22” just subscribed for 1 month  

    ★ “hòuniǎo” just subscribed for 1 month  

    …

    
      

    

    The Godfather’s arrival triggers an international stampede into Pengkoon’s channel—exactly the global clout you’d expect.

    diff
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    - omg… What am I looking at?!  

    - wtf! This is nonsense!  

    - слышал, что это событие произошло  (I heard this happened)  

    - 我是中国人  (I’m Chinese)  

    - lol foreigners flooding in

    
      

    

    Pengkoon gulps at the chat tornado. He’s never had viewers from overseas—ever.

    
      How many people are piling in…?
    

    Five hundred… a thousand… Viewers rocket upward, brushing fifty thousand. His previous record was ten K; now he’s obliterating it in real time.

    F‑fifty thousand?!
 And that’s just logged‑in counts—lurkers would push it higher.

    ★ “Thompson” tipped ₩1,000,000  

    - I’m frustrated—turn auto‑translate ON!

    
      

    

    - Godfather says switch the translation on—stat!  

    - Move it, streamer!

    
      

    

    “S‑sure thing, one sec!”
 Pengkoon frantically enables the game’s built‑in translator.

    - Turn on translation immediately. I can’t read Korean.  

    - What *is* this buff? I’ve never seen anything like it.  

    - Is the guy on stage a ranker? That performance is unreal.  

    - I’m Chinese. Is the silver‑haired dude Chinese, too?

    
      

    

    The chat’s now a UN assembly on speed.
 Then someone donates a meme video:

    ★ “TheBardBoom” tipped ₩5,000  

    - (video: a Korean flag majestically flapping)

    
      

    

    - F‑l‑u‑t‑t‑e‑r!  

    - Wow, how many foreigners are here lol  

    - National pride hitting me in the feels 

    - Ever seen anyone trigger a world message from a *starter* town?  

    - *This* is Korean power, baby

    
      

    

    Viewers who usually ignore each other suddenly spam in patriotic harmony—Yoo Hyun accidentally birthed an instant K‑unity moment.
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    ★ “Thompson” tipped ₩500,000  

    - I’m dying here. That pretty boy on stage—*did his music create these buffs?* And the goddess, too?

    
      

    

    
      

    

    - Godfather says he’s dying for answers lol  

    - Translator bot sucks or is that a bit?  

    - The Godfather’s about to blow a gasket

    
      

    

    Thompson unloads questions like an SMG.
 Pengkoon freezes.

    
      How much do I reveal?
    

    Some folks crave the spotlight; others hate it. From what he’s seen, Yoo Hyun’s a mystery wrapped in contradictions—sunny grin when paid, maestro aura on stage, mostly calm and serious.

    Would he even want this info out?
 Pengkoon’s learned the hard way: fame brings PK griefers, beggars, trolls—

    
      Better not spill everything.
    

    
      

    

    ★ “Thompson” tipped ₩1,000,000  

    - Why no answer? Need more money?

    
      

    

    diff

    
      

    

    - LOL streamer’s milking the Godfather  

    - Cash‑grab time!  

    - Easy, let me donate first 

    
      

    

    Let them misunderstand.
 Donations pour in, but Pengkoon stays silent, eyes drifting back to the man on stage.

    Just how high will he climb…?
 Back‑to‑back mythic feats in a starter village—Yoo Hyun’s bound for heights most can’t imagine. Pengkoon knows that much, and he has zero reason to burn that bridge.

    
      

    

    ★ “The Game” tipped ₩10,000  

    ★ “HOTGUY22” tipped ₩10,000  

    …

    
      

    

    The hush only fans the tipping frenzy. Pengkoon won’t dox Yoo Hyun, but dead air isn’t professional either.

    Noise marketing, he reminds himself: stir curiosity, steer the gaze toward you.

    Raising his streamer energy, he finally speaks:

    “Look, I’m figuring this out too. But one thing’s certain—I’m the only streamer with a connection to that guy right now!”

    The chat erupts.

    ★ “Thompson” tipped ₩1,000,000  

    - Enough suspense. ANSWER ME.

    
      

    

    Hook, line, and sinker.
 Pengkoon stares at the tsunami of donos—cash he’d never see solo.

    
      Yeah… I’ll have to recalc taxes on this.
    

    Secretly, he vows: Every won I make today goes straight to Yoo Hyun.

    [ Legendary class change to “Conductor of the Melody” will now begin! ]

    
      

    

    Golden radiance engulfs Yoo Hyun—warm, gentle, almost euphoric. The light flows into his core, a cozy heat spreading through him.

    
      So warm… so comforting…
    

     In a short time as a performer, you have achieved extraordinary feats.

    [ Royal court musicians dismissed the old rite, yet your special performance moved a goddess’s heart. ]  

    [ Charles, Geye, Martin, even the villagers felt deep happiness through your music. ]  

    [ You chased emotion, not money, walking a unique path no other bard dared. ]  

    [ Your music touched Lief—the bard who once spread peace across the continent through song. ]  

    [ The former Conductor of the Melody, “Lief,” accepts you as his successor! ]

    
      

    

    Finally… a Legendary class!
 Yoo Hyun clenches a fist. He knows how priceless a Legend is, but what thrills him more is the validation:

    
      They felt happiness through my music.
    

    His conviction—music that reaches the heart—is right, and the universe just answered with a Legendary badge.

    [ Congratulations! ]  

    [ You have become the Legendary class “Conductor of the Melody.” ]  

    [ Acquiring new Legendary skills… ]  

    [ Evaluating performer’s proficiency… ]  

    You already surpass royal court musicians.  

    [ Your 7‑Rank‑plus performance warrants custom skills… ]  

    [ Two bespoke abilities suited to the new Conductor are granted! ]

    
      

    

    
      They’re crafting brand‑new skills just for me…?
    

    Yoo Hyun’s eyes practically pop out of his head.
 A game making custom skills just for one player? That’s something he’s never even heard rumors about.

    
      [ You have obtained the Mythic skill: 
      
        Celestial Performance
      
       and the Mythic skill: 
      
        Magical Scorecraft
      
       ]
    

    He opens the skill window and sees:

    
      
Celestial Performance

      

    

    Grade: Mythic – Passive

    
      Effects
    

    Mythic…?
 Yoo Hyun narrows his eyes. He’s never heard of anything above Legendary. Even Sang‑cheol‑hyung, who basically lives in this game, always said Legendary was the cap.

    
      So I can use any instrument without mastery penalties?
    

    In Wonderland, a Mastery is a passive that removes weight, speed, and damage penalties. Without it, swinging a great‑sword—or playing a new instrument—feels like swinging lead bricks.
 But his new skill just erases those penalties outright. Basically, he now has max‑level mastery on every instrument, for free.

    
      I’m the only person who can play literally any instrument in the world…
    

    Most players dump all their skill points into one instrument; now he’s unlocked a brand‑new horizon no other bard can touch.

    Next, he checks the other skill:

    
      
Magical Scorecraft

      

    

    Grade: Mythic – Passive

    
      Effects
    

    
      Special Perks
    

    “Whoa…”
 Copyable sheet music, fame‑based upgrades, faster casting? The system is basically begging him to spread his music worldwide—and honestly, why wouldn’t a musician want that?

    
      These skills couldn’t fit me better.
    

    Playing actual instruments was the whole reason he loved Wonderland in the first place.

    [ Goddess Cecilia congratulates the birth of the new Conductor of the Melody. ]
 [ She says: ‘Open your stat window.’ ]

    A sweet voice brushes his ear. Yeah, it’s about time he checked.

    
      Character Sheet – “Yoo Hyun”
    

    
      Level 10 — Class: Conductor of the Melody
    

    Stat | Base | Bonus | Total
STR |  33 |  +28 |  61
AGI |  28 |  +23 |  51
INT |  27 |  +22 |  49
VIT |  30 |  +25 |  55
MANA |  27 |  +22 |  49
DIV |  10 |  +10 |  20
CHA |  30 |  +30 |  60

    Unused stat points: 50 Unused skill points: 9

    Titles: First Impressions Can Lie, Zealot, Found a Hidden Dungeon (1), Somebody’s Teacher?, Favored by Cecilia

    Skills: Sword Mastery (C‑rank), Olsen’s Secret Sword Art, Critical Hit, Celestial Performance, Magical Scorecraft

    Dang, I’ve grown a ton.
 Without spending a single point, he’s sitting near 30 in most stats. If he actually invests the 50 banked points, he’ll break 40s easily—and nobody else around his level can touch that. Divine Power and Charm can’t even be raised by points; only titles boost them. He’s already miles above the pack.

    
      Wonder what kind of “special buffs” my new performance skill can give…
    

    He’s itching to test it out when—

    [ A quest has appeared. ]
 [ Sudden Quest: Offer a Performance for the Goddess ]
 Type: ?? — Requirement: Conductor of the Melody — Reward: The Goddess’s Joy
 Description: Goddess Cecilia would love to hear her new Conductor perform. You can refuse, but if you play for her, she’ll be genuinely delighted.

    Perfect timing.
 Yoo Hyun smiles. “The Goddess’s Joy” might sound small, but to a musician? That’s everything—and it’s a chance to see exactly what his new skills can do.

    “I accept,” he says calmly.

    A brand‑new Legend is about to give his very first performance.
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      “Class change complete. Returning to the original location.”
    

    With a chime, Yoo Hyun’s vision returned to normal.
 He was no longer looking down at the village — he was back on stage.

    “Y-Yoo Hyun! Are you okay?”
 Charles hurried over, panic written all over his face.

    “Huh? Yeah, why?”

    “You froze up the moment the village was blessed! You weren’t moving at all!”

    Everyone else had been distracted by the goddess, but Charles—Yu—Hyeon’s self-proclaimed devotee had immediately noticed the change.

    “I thought something had happened to you. Are you really alright?”

    Yoo Hyun had just played a huge role in bringing a top-tier blessing to Hemona Village.
 If something had happened to him, Charles would’ve had no excuse to anyone.

    But in the face of his frantic concern—

    “I’m fine. Thanks for worrying,” Yoo Hyun replied with a calm smile.

    Seeing that gentle smile, Charles felt a momentary relief. But it didn’t last long.

    “Yoo Hyun, actually… we have a bit of a problem.”

    “A problem?”

    “It's… well…”

    Charles turned toward the audience.

    And naturally, so did Yoo Hyun.

    His eyes widened.

    “WOOOOAAAH!!”

    The crowd was still roaring with applause, the cheers echoing like thunder.

    “Encore!”

    “Encore! Encore!!”

    It was deafening — the kind of wild cheer that could shake the stage itself.

    And right in the middle of it, they were calling for an encore.

    “What should we do, sir? The audience wants an encore…”

    Charles looked genuinely flustered.

    In all his years of conducting this sacred ceremony, he’d never seen this happen before.
 This was also the first time so many people had ever visited Hemona Village.
 So naturally, they hadn’t prepared anything like an encore.

    “An encore, huh? I’d love to.”

    A soft, playful smile formed on Yoo Hyun’s lips.

    He looked like he’d been waiting for something like this all along.

    ‘It’s been a while…’

    When was the last time he’d been asked for an encore?

    Not since he quit performing.

    Just doing the math — it had to be nearly ten years.

    ‘When the audience asks, it’s not something you turn down.’

    Music only comes to life when there’s someone to listen to it.

    The performer expresses emotion. The audience returns it in kind.

    That back-and-forth — that connection — is what makes it real.

    “But we don’t have any encore pieces prepared. Do you have something in mind?”

    Charles was clearly still anxious.

    He knew how meaningful encores could be, but realistically, this wasn’t something they had planned.

    “How about something improvised?”

    “I-Improvise??”

    Yoo Hyun just nodded coolly.

    ‘If I can give them something through music, that’s all that matters.’

    Music wasn’t only something you heard with your ears.

    Sometimes you could see it. Sometimes you felt it in your heart.

    If he could move someone — if his music could reach them — then that was enough.

    “How about a waltz? I think it’d make a perfect finale.”

    The village, now basking in the goddess’s blessing, was warm and peaceful, like a soft spring breeze.

    There was a gentle wind brushing his hair, and the fresh scent of grass in the air.

    It felt like a scene straight out of a springtime dream.

    A waltz that celebrates spring — A Spring Waltz.

    “Let’s just enjoy it. If I can play happily, that’s enough.”

    “In that case… We’ll follow your lead.”

    Seeing Yoo Hyun’s unwavering confidence, the rest of the musicians nodded.

    After all, hadn’t this man just shown them a miracle?

    “I’ll take the lead.”

    He smiled softly.

    A waltz of spring. Joy. Peace.
 And—

    ‘Happiness.’

    A performance for the goddess, and for the audience.

    A performance filled with happiness.

    “Right now, I’m the only streamer who’s connected with that guy!”

    Pengkoon tried to brush off any questions about Yoo Hyun’s identity.

    [‘Thompson’ has donated 10,000 KRW.]
 “So you're not gonna tell us who he is, huh? I guess streamers should support each other, though.”

    [‘Ineon’ has donated 10,000 KRW.]
 “Pengkoon... are you seriously trying to keep this from the Godfather...? I'm scared of you, man…”

    ‘Sigh…’

    Pengkoon blinked at the chat.

    People were going wild with guesses and criticisms about why he was being so secretive.

    ‘Whose side are they even on? Mine or Thompson’s?’

    These were viewers he’d been with for three years.
 And yet… they didn’t seem to understand him at all.

    It was frustrating. Kinda sad, too.

    “What’s the big deal about who he is? Isn’t it enough that he’s here, right now?”

    He was trying to salvage the situation, but the chat was still cold.

    
      Ding!
    

    Suddenly, a clear, beautiful piano note rang out from the stage.

    Then a graceful glissando — the opening to a brand-new performance.

    Pengkoon lit up.

    “Guys! Forget all that! He’s playing again!”

    Everyone’s attention naturally shifted back to the stage.
 Pengkoon’s eyes sparkled as he watched.

    ‘What kind of piece will he play this time…?’

    He’d seen so much — a quest out of nowhere, unlocking a hidden title, banishing a storm, even summoning a goddess.

    But the feeling in his chest right now wasn’t hype or curiosity.

    It was something simpler.

    ‘What kind of music will he show us?’

    It was that pure feeling — the flutter in your chest when you’re about to hear something beautiful.

    Ding!
 Ding-ding!

    The piano played again — light, sweet.

    
      Chak-chak-cha!
    

    A rhythm that made your body want to move.

    Pengkoon’s eyes flew open.

    ‘A waltz!’

    A genre born in Austria, the waltz was one of the most iconic dances in Western music.
 It swept across Europe, transforming entire cities into ballrooms.
 In the 19th century, it was basically high society.

    ‘But… a waltz now?’

    Just a moment ago, they’d played something massive — sweeping and grand, a sound that tore the heavens open.

    The encore had been called for that kind of awe.

    So it was a bit of a surprise to hear a song that felt so completely different.

    ‘Wait… hold on.’

    But his confusion didn’t last.

    “Whoa, this one feels totally different!”
 “It matches the weather perfectly. I love it.”
 “It’s upbeat but… so calming, right?”

    He heard the voices around him — happy, glowing.

    The last song had left them breathless.
 But now… they were smiling.

    
      Ziiing…
    

    More instruments joined in — viola, cello, and violin.

    They were a bit clumsy, not totally in sync, but they quickly caught Yoo Hyun’s lead.

    Ding!
 Ta-da-dan!

    The musicians started smiling too.

    There were a few mistakes — some off-notes, some messy rhythm — but their expressions were peaceful.

    And that’s when Pengkoon realized—

    ‘I can see it.’

    He slowly closed his eyes.

    Focusing only on the music, he let himself drift.
 Let himself be led by Yoo Hyun’s melody.

    ‘…It’s spring.’

    In his mind, he saw a sunny village field.
 A breeze flows under a tree’s shade.
 A kid making flower rings.
 A woman hanging out fabrics under the warm sky.

    Just people… enjoying a beautiful, peaceful day.

    ‘It’s warm…’

    The waltz made him smile.
 Its rhythm was light, and its melody touched something deep inside him.

    That was it.

    
      A spring waltz that brought peace to the heart.
    

    And Pengkoon thought to himself—

    
      “This really is… kind of amazing.”
    

    Pengkoon had always chased the flashiest, craziest content Wonderland could offer—stuff you’d never pull off in real life. That’s how he played as a streamer and as a gamer.

    
      “Never thought some classical piece—something I’d never touch IRL—could punch me in the heart like this…”
    

    Yet there he was, shivering from a game‑world performance. The lush blend of instruments hit him with a different high, no dopamine rush, just pure comfort. For once, he was a listener, not a gamer.

    Pengkoon chuckled at how weird but wonderful it felt to be this deep in music inside a game.

    The chat felt it too:

    kotlin

    CopyEdit

    ★ “TheBardBoom” tipped ₩10,000  

    - Is this even real? My ears feel… cleansed.

    - Didn’t know classical could be *this* good…

    - I was down today; somehow, this lifted me.

    - Anyone else nodding to the beat? Just me?

    - Stop sitting—start dancing! I’m already up lol

    - lmaoo  

    - If he keeps playing like this, I’ll skip grinding and just watch concerts all day

    
      

    

    Viewers who normally cracked jokes were suddenly dead serious, united by the music.

    
      “He actually made chat move as one… wow.”
    

    Even knowing their usual energy, Pengkoon found this impossible to explain. “Amazing” felt too small—“legendary” might fit better.

    Ding!
 A familiar alert chimed in his ear, right in the middle of Yoo Hyun’s playing.

    
      No way… Is it the same message as last time?
    

    He remembered that shocking pop‑up when Yoo Hyun turned Geye’s heart in the cathedral.

    And then:

    css

    CopyEdit

    [ A special performance grants a buff. ]  

    [ Buff acquired: *Happiness* ]

    
      

    

    Happiness…?
 Pengkoon squinted.

    
      Since when did the game have a buff like this?
    

    A buff with an actual name? He scrolled down, and his jaw dropped.

    “Uh, what the—huh? Is this real?”

    Donations started raining:

    pgsql

    CopyEdit

    ★ “TheBardBoom” tipped ₩1,000  

    - Spit it out! What does it do? Don’t leave me hanging!

    ★ “Ineon” tipped ₩10,000  

    - Enough suspense, show us!

    ★ “BlackKing” tipped ₩10,000  

    - Cash‑grab mode on today, huh? 

    
      

    

    He wasn’t milking them—he was honestly stunned. Shaking, he opened his status window for everyone to see:

    pgsql

    CopyEdit

    Buff: HAPPINESS

    • All stats +10

    • Removes all current status ailments

    • +50 % resistance to Fear, Madness, Confusion, and curses

    • Skill cooldowns –10 %

    • Stamina cost –50 %

    • Duration: 2 hours

    
      

    

    A whole screen of perks—especially the mental‑resist line. It half‑resembled a priest’s Blessing, but with cooldown cuts and stamina savings tacked on. He’d never seen a buff this stacked.

    Players around him were freaking out:

    “Whoa, the wolf Howling curse I had is just gone!”
 “Stamina –50 %? I could grind all day!”
 “Let’s hit the hunting grounds—wolves are toast with this!”

    Chat exploded:

    diff

    CopyEdit

    - +50 % curse resist? That’s basically undead immunity!

    - Stamina drain halved?! Perfect for mastery grinding!

    
      

    

    kotlin
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    ★ “Thompson” tipped ₩1,000,000  

    - Mental boost *and* stat buff? I’ve literally never seen anything like this.

    
      

    

    Even Thompson, top streamer, high‑ranker, had never encountered it.

    css

    CopyEdit

    ★ “Thompson” tipped ₩1,000,000  

    - The mystery deepens. Maybe Rei knows—going to ask him.

    
      

    

    Rei? The bard ranker?
 Thompson was ready to question one of the game’s top bards.

    And it didn’t stop there:

    kotlin

    CopyEdit

    ★ “hòuniǎo” tipped ₩500,000  

    - If you ever hit a big city, our Nine‑Dragon guild wants you.

    ★ “The Game” tipped ₩100,000  

    - Seriously, aren’t you curious who this pianist *is*?

    ★ “MaloneJoe” tipped ₩100,000  

    - Yeah, that performance could pass for a world‑class pianist IRL. Who *is* he?

    ★ “HOTGUY22” tipped ₩100,000  

    ★ “Raid” tipped ₩100,000  

    …

    
      

    

    Money poured in from every direction—every bit of it whipped up by Yoo Hyun’s music and that absurd buff.

    
      “I… I can’t hide this, can I?”
    

    Pengkoon realized it wasn’t up to him whether this blew up. The storm was already here. He looked back at Yoo Hyun on stage.

    
      “He did it again…”
    

    The man who’d performed a miracle once had just pulled off another. How could anyone still call him a level‑10 newbie?

    Pengkoon smirked.

    
      “They say a real star’s aura can’t be hidden.”
    

    Yoo Hyun might end up a giant—bigger than anyone could imagine. A superstar whose presence simply can’t be dimmed.

    
      “Things are about to get loud.”
    

    And this was only the debut of the freshly minted Conductor of the Melody.
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    The ritual ceremony ended in a grand success.

    Yoo Hyun slowly lifted his hands off the keys, letting the lingering emotion from the performance wash over him.

    Then, turning his head, he gave Charles, Martin, and Geye a small nod.

    
      “That was the most fun I’ve had improvising in a long time.”
    

    Even though the impromptu performance had come about quite suddenly, and there were a few minor slip-ups, none of that really mattered.

    What truly counted were the looks on the band members’ faces—completely filled with joy and deep satisfaction.

    There’s no such thing as a perfect performance that isn’t enjoyed from the heart.

    “That was a wonderful session, Yoo Hyun.”
 “I really learned so much from this ceremony.”
 “Same here. It was a moment of deep learning as a musician.”

    Charles, Martin, and Geye all spoke with warm smiles.

    They could all feel it—this was probably their last time performing with him.

    After all, in a place most people left in two days, Yoo Hyun had stayed nearly a week. It wasn’t surprising he’d be moving on soon.

    “Not at all. I’m just grateful I got to play real music with all of you.”

    Yoo Hyun smiled softly.

    It might sound a bit cheesy, but what they’d just shared—that, that had been real music.

    So what if there were a few mistakes or missed notes? He had fun the entire time.

    A smile naturally played on his lips, and as they found their harmony together, he felt a connection like never before.

    “Kinda sad, isn’t it? We finally got to really play… and now it’s time to go.”

    Just as Yoo Hyun let out those honest words—

    
      Ding!
    

    A familiar notification chimed in his ears.

    [The goddess Cecilia is overjoyed with your performance dedicated to her.]

    [Because it was done in harmony with your fellow musicians, it holds even greater meaning.]

    [She is also grateful that your music brought happiness not only to Hemona Village but beyond.]

    [She says this is the true power of music—the hidden power.]

    [The Goddess of Music, Cecilia, is preparing a special reward for you.]

    [Calculating reward...]

    
      Ding!
    

    [You have acquired: Unicorn Mane Hair (Legendary)]

    
      Description: Hair from a unicorn deep in the forests of Demere. Soft yet incredibly resilient—perfect for crafting instruments. It’s said to be indestructible, no matter the conditions.
    

    
      “Instrument material...? Wait—”
    

    Yoo Hyun’s eyes narrowed as he examined the item.

    [The goddess says the mane can be used to repair your violin bow.]

    [However, only those pure and of high stature may handle such sacred material.]

    He ran his fingers over the mane—
 It was as soft as it was springy. Exactly the kind of texture you’d want in a violin bow.

    Light, yet strong. You could probably play any style of bowing with this.

    [The goddess smiles warmly.]

    [She suggests meeting with the head of the Bard Guild to learn how to use the material.]

    
      Ding!
    

    [Hidden Quest Unlocked: Meet the Head of the Bard Guild]

    Grade: Legendary

    Requirement: Guide of Melody

    Reward: Method for using Unicorn Mane Hair

    Failure: Material becomes unusable

    
      Description: The goddess Cecilia has gifted you with the mane of a mythical creature. Visit the Bard Guild and prove yourself as a true guide of melody to unlock its full potential.
    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    Yoo Hyun gently bowed in the direction he felt the goddess’s presence, even though she wasn’t visible.

    It felt like she smiled back at him.

    
      “Well… now I’ve got a reason to head to the next city.”
    

    And just in time, too—he had just reached Level 10 and was ready to leave the beginner’s village.

    Others might leave to start a new class, but for him, it was to complete a hidden quest.

    “Yu, Yoo Hyun-kim! The Elder is here!”
 “E-Elder?! What brings you all the way here…?”

    The village elder arrived shortly after the goddess left.

    His movements were stiff and needed support, but his expression showed none of that discomfort.

    “Yoo Hyun-kim! That was truly an incredible performance!”

    The elder grabbed Yoo Hyun’s hands, eyes sparkling like he’d just met a savior.

    “I was watching from afar with the others, and I could feel it… My heart was full. I’ve never experienced anything like this in my life.”

    There wasn’t a shred of exaggeration in his words.

    He’d seen many performances over the years, but today’s was different.

    During what used to be a solemn ceremony, the musicians smiled freely as they played with joy.

    “And then the goddess herself blessed us in such a sacred way. Even a hundred thank-yous wouldn’t be enough. I’m sure all the villagers feel the same.”

    
      Ding!
    

    [Elder Germano's Favor has reached the maximum level!]

    
      “I must give my greatest gift to this man who’s brought us a miracle.”
    

    And with that conviction in his heart—

    [Your reward has been upgraded.]

    [The Honorary Devotee’s Badge has evolved.]

    [You’ve obtained: Golden Honorary Devotee’s Badge!]

    A golden badge shimmered in Yoo Hyun’s hand.

    Charles, standing nearby, looked like his eyes were about to pop out.

    “W-Wait, Elder! That’s a gold badge…!”
 “Yes. I’ve decided to give my dearest treasure to our savior.”
 “Unbelievable…”

    The gold badge was something an elder could only hand out once in a lifetime.

    It was like giving away a king’s ransom—and he gave it to Yoo Hyun.

    “With that badge, you’ll be treated like royalty in any temple. You’ll receive blessings for free—and if you want, even knightly protection.”
 “You’re giving something so precious to me…?”
 “Compared to the gift you’ve given this village, it’s still not enough.”

    The elder smiled warmly.

    Thanks to Yoo Hyun, the village would enjoy peace and prosperity for the next five years under divine blessings.

    
      “It’s like a myth has come to life. A story where someone spreads peace and love through music…”
    

    The farmers would work with joy, and the villagers would smile brighter than ever.

    That wasn’t something money could buy.

    And yet, Yoo Hyun—a mere outsider—had gifted it to them.

    “If things ever get hard on your journey, remember this place. Remember the smiles of the people who felt happiness through your music.”
 “…Elder…”

    Yoo Hyun clutched the golden badge tightly.

    Even if he’d given the village a precious gift…

    He realized he was the one who’d gained even more.

    He found his passion as a musician again.

    In reality, it even gave him hope of becoming a composer someday.

    And now, they were calling him an honored guest…

    
      “This is overwhelming… and I’m so thankful.”
    

    It had only been a week in Hemona, but what a week it had been.

    He’d felt so much, changed so much.

    He didn’t know what the next village had in store for him—

    But he was sure of one thing:

    
      “Somehow… I think it’s going to be fun.”
    

    Whatever happens, it’ll help him grow.

    Something exciting was definitely waiting ahead.

    With that thought, Yoo Hyun spoke from the heart.

    “Thank you. I’ll never forget this.”

    
      * * *
    

    “Hot BBQ skewers! Get ‘em while they’re fresh!”

    The night of Hemona Village was now filled with celebration.

    The ritual was over, and the festival was in full swing.

    NPCs and players alike crowded the square.

    “Hey, mister, how much for a skewer?”
 “Hoho! Today, they’re free!”
 “…Wai,t what? You’re not selling them? Either way, thanks!”

    People walked around with food in one hand, beer in the other.

    It was a far cry from how the town used to shut down right at 7 PM.

    
      Ding!
    

    A soft piano melody drifted from the center of the square.

    Charles had set up a piano for the festival.

    Now, players were taking turns playing, forming a line.

    “Whoa! Round of applause!”
 “Ahaha, thank you!”

    Even though it was a huge crowd of gamers, everyone wore a smile.

    Didn’t matter if they played well or not.

    This wasn’t an audition. This was a party!

    “Wow… This is amazing. I’ve been to tons of places, but I’ve never seen a festival feel this alive.”

    Pengkoon turned to Yoo Hyun with a grin.

    “Haha, is that so?”

    “Usually, people only show up to events for the rewards. Not to… actually enjoy them.”

    Pengkoon folded his arms, watching the crowd.

    He was someone who prided himself on exploring every corner of the game for the past three years.

    Small parties, massive festivals—he’d seen it all.

    But this kind of genuine joy?

    This was new.

    
      “Maybe it’s because everyone here just finished a moving performance and is still riding that high.”
    

    Think about it—

    The beginner town isn’t exactly a happening place.

    Not many quests. Few memorable NPCs.

    It’s really just a glorified tutorial zone.

    “But… this? This right here?

    It might not seem like much—

    But this is something really special.”

    Pengkoon smiled awkwardly, as if realizing it himself.

    A beginner village hosting a packed festival full of people just having fun?

    He’d never seen anything like it.

    “And I think… this is the power of music.”
 “…The power of music?”

    Yoo Hyun flashed a gentle smile.

    “Music has this power to pull people together.”

    Since forever, music’s bridged gaps of time and space—from a symphony written in the 1600s to a K‑pop hit from 2030. People listen, share their feelings—joy, sorrow, nostalgia, love—across centuries.

    “Yeah… makes sense, now that you say it.”
 Pengkoon had felt it himself. Hearing Yoo Hyun’s improv waltz, he’d pictured a warm spring day and discovered a new kind of thrill—just enjoying music as a listener.

    “So what did the elder give you earlier?”
 “Oh, that? A Gold‑tier Honorary Devotee badge.”
 “Wait—what? You’re serious?!”

    Pengkoon’s eyes went dinner‑plate wide. Chat blew up too:

    markdown

    CopyEdit

    ★ “Hamdin” tipped ₩100,000  

    - Gold tier’s *real*? I quit halfway on the Silver grind lol

    - Thought rankers were exaggerating… guess not

    - Gold ain’t just about grinding time, bro

    - Only a handful get that badge—straight church‑approved

    
      

    

    A Gold badge meant full access to everything the cathedral offered: pricey blessings, holy oils for gear, even renting a squad of knights—paid with “contribution points.”

    Even an apprentice knight starts at Lv 30… he could power‑level from day one if he wanted.
 Not that Yoo Hyun seemed like the type to lean on anyone, but the badge’s value was off the charts.

    “Honestly, that badge was probably only possible because it’s you,” Pengkoon laughed. “Miracles keep following you around.”

    Chat agreed, donations rolling in:

    css

    CopyEdit

    ★ “TheBardBoom” tipped ₩5,000  

    - LOL yeah, a Gold badge belongs in a bard’s hands!

    ★ “Hamdin” tipped ₩100,000  

    - I’m past jealous—this is just funny now (totally jealous)

    ★ “Ineon” tipped ₩10,000  

    - Dude’s pure romance. I’m rolling an alt tomorrow!

    
      

    

    “Right—almost forgot!” Pengkoon suddenly darted through menus like he’d nearly overlooked something vital.

    
      Ding!
    

    [You’ve received mail from Pengkoon.]

    “That’s the revenue split I promised. Take a look.”

    Inside the mailbox sat a white envelope and a neat stack of gold coins. Heavier than last time.

    Yoo Hyun opened it, and his eyes nearly popped.

    “Th‑three zeros…? Are you sure this is right?”

    600 gold. Nearly six million won in real cash.

    “Chat dropped roughly six hundred grand in donos. Without you, none of that happens—so it’s all yours.”
 “Th‑that’s… a bit much, isn’t it?”
 “Nah. I took out operating costs. Don’t sweat it.”

    He meant every word. Thompson’s spotlight had been on Yoo Hyun, not Pengkoon. Passing the money on felt right, and the viewer boost alone was worth it.

    “Mind if I add you as a friend?”
 “A friend request?”
 “Nothing shady—just want to DM you whenever I upload new clips. They’re gonna explode.”

    “If that’s all, I can give you my contact info too.”
 “You serious? Awesome—hit me with it!”

    Pengkoon’s eyes lit up. Yoo Hyun chuckled; outside business contacts, it’d been years since he made a new friend. After sharing so much fun the past few days, why not?

    “Th‑thanks! I’ll send you a message the second the video’s up!”
 “Anytime.”
 “So—where to now?”
 “Hmm…”

    He already had a destination:

    
      Hidden Quest: Meet the Bard Guildmaster.
    

    “Guess I’m off to a big city. Time for the next adventure.”

    Part of him didn’t want to leave—he wanted to burn every smile and laugh from this village into memory.

    “I’ll be rooting for you,” Pengkoon said, grinning. “Ping me if you find something cool.”

    “It’s been great,” he added, stepping back. “Time for me to chase new content. Really glad we met, Yoo Hyun!”

    diff

    CopyEdit

    - Bye‑bye, Mr. Bard!

    - See ya next time!

    - Fun ride while it lasted lol

    
      

    

    “Same here. Take care!” Yoo Hyun waved him off, then turned to gaze at Hemona Village.

    A week of moments flashed across his mind like a panorama.

    
      It really was… indescribably fun.
    

    But now it was time for the next stage. He smiled, heart light.

    “Log out.”

    A brand‑new beginning was waiting.
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    Chirp, chirp—

    Sparrows were singing on the window ledge.
 While the birds belted out their morning tunes, one person was savoring a silence deeper than anyone else’s: Yoo Hyun.

    
      Mm…
    

    A thin beam of sunlight slipped through the curtains and nudged his eyelids open. He didn’t need a clock to know it was already midday.

    
      Huaaah.
    

    Half‑asleep, he stretched long and slow. After logging out yesterday, he’d come home and practically passed out. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d slept this soundly.

    He rolled his neck, loosened his shoulders—no aches anywhere.

    
      Must’ve really recharged… I feel great.
    

    Eyes closed, he hummed a tune and moved his hands in mid‑air, as if a piano had materialized. His fingers danced across invisible black and white keys, still buzzing with the afterglow of Wonderland: the concert in pouring rain, the impromptu jam with the orchestra… Just thinking about it sent a tremor through his fingertips.

    
      Man, it’s been ages since I felt like this.
    

    When he was a kid, he’d wake up bursting with leftover excitement—had to grab an instrument or he’d explode. Since losing his hearing, that feeling had almost never come back.

    
      Guess I should give it a shot.
    

    His gaze drifted to the shelf. Stacks of LPs and his beloved classical albums. He picked one, placed it on the turntable.

    Chzzzzk.
 A smooth violin melody filled the room—Paganini’s cadenza, one of his favorites.

    
      Wow, it’s really been a while.
    

    He took out the violin he’d kept tucked away, set it on his shoulder, and flicked the bow.

    
      Screeech.
    

    Yeah, not pretty—didn’t need ears to know that. The wood felt rough, the vibration uneven.

    
      Figures. I’ve left it sitting forever.
    

    He couldn’t even remember the last time he’d played this thing. Since the accident, it had been nothing more than a trophy of the past—pulling it out felt too painful. The fact that he was playing it now was almost miraculous. That’s how much Wonderland had stirred him.

    
      Without that game, I’d never feel this again.
    

    Over the past few days, he’d found new hope in Wonderland—unique performances only he could pull off, legendary skills, a one‑of‑a‑kind class. Even the composer had potential, if the head of SAM Entertainment was offering a contract.

    
      It’s opened a brand‑new path for me.
    

    While he’d been holed up in his tiny room, the world changed fast: people burning their vacation days just to grind Wonderland, legendary skills turning lives around. And now that chance had landed in his lap.

    
      I can chase my dream in the game as a performer, and in real life as a composer.
    

    But first, he eyed the violin with a sigh. The top plate was separating, and the bridge warped. Letting it rot like this felt downright cruel—this instrument had spent half his life with him.

    
      Gotta get it serviced soon.
    

    He sprang up and flung the window open. Fresh air filled his lungs.

    “Alright—let’s start the day.”

    Out of habit, he glanced at his wrist for messages—then remembered he’d taken the watch off to sleep undisturbed. He grabbed the smartwatch from the desk and scrolled through his unread notifications.

    “Huh?”

    A grin spread across his face—two pieces of great news.

    Team Lead Park, SAM Ent.
 My schedule’s slammed this week. Would next week work for you?

    And—

    [Bank SMS]
 Deposit: 5,802,000 KRW
 09:00 1772‑****‑52

    All 600 gold had finished converting and hit his account.

    
      Still doesn’t feel real.
    

    How long had it been since he’d touched this kind of money? Probably not since winning prize money at the Queen Elisabeth Competition—and back then, it all vanished into hospital bills.

    
      And this time, I don’t have to blow it on medical expenses.
    

    Three months’ rent and living costs, covered. Even a capsule hotel subscription would leave spare cash.

    
      Feels weird having spent money again.
    

    His mind began racing—fancy meal? New clothes? All the little cravings he’d ignored started bubbling up. But he shook his head.

    “Got something more important first.”

    He owed this break to his hyung, Sang-chul. Without him, he’d never have logged into Wonderland, never earned any of this. He wanted to repay him properly.

    “What would Hyung even like?”

    He replayed their past chats:

    
      “Bro, before the wedding, we bled cash nonstop. Even after tying the knot, it’s the same—can’t splurge on anything. I haven’t taken Su‑jin on a real date in forever.”
    

    Baby on the way next year, pinching pennies, no fancy dinners, let alone a hotel stay—yet he’d still treated Yoo Hyun to meals and paid for capsule booths.

    
      Right. I know exactly what to do.
    

    A smile tugged at his lips.

    The restaurant was packed at quitting time—cold beers clinking everywhere. One guy, though, looked downright nervous.

    “…Yoo Hyun, are you sure about this place?”

    Park Sang-chul.

    “One wrong order here and my paycheck’s gone…”

    He stared at the menu in despair:

    
      [Premium Korean Beef Platter (550 g): 168,000 KRW]
    

    Not even a full 600 g, yet it costs a fortune. Of course, he wanted to spoil his little bro, but this was robbery.

    “Who said you’re paying? I’m buying—order anything.”

    Sang-chul blinked. “With what money? I know your situation.”

    “Heh. Do you, though?”

    Yoo Hyun flashed his phone.

    “U‑uh…?”

    Shock replaced suspicion.

    “S‑s‑six hundred?!”

    He’d seen the exchange confirmation with his own eyes.

    “All that from Wonderland? You, the newbie stuck in starter town?”

    Even Sang-chul knew you could cash out game gold—he’d done it himself last week. But a level‑10 noob pulling 600 gold? No way.

    “Did you stumble on another hidden piece? Legendary loot?”

    The only explanation, that the odds were insane.

    “It’s a long story,” Yoo Hyun laughed and filled him in: gold badges from an elder, a unicorn’s sacred mane from a goddess, the legendary class Guide of Melody, and 600 gold revenue from a streamer named Pengkoon.

    “Wait, Pengkoon? I know that guy—short‑form content king!”

    “And Thomson? The one they call ‘The Godfather’?” Sang-chul’s jaw dropped lower. Global streaming giants were watching his kid brother.

    “What the hell is happening…”

    Sure, he’d always known Yoo Hyun was extraordinary—a prodigy violinist once hailed worldwide. But Wonderland was a different universe.

    “So unfair… I started the game first, skipped weekends to grind, and you—” Sang-chul groaned, half‑jealous, half‑amused. “I wanted you happy, but not this happy.”

    “It’s just a meme, hyung,” Yoo Hyun chuckled.

    “Anyway, thanks for everything. Wouldn’t have happened without you.”

    “Ah, so that’s why the beef feast?” The older brother grinned. “Then I’m eating till I burst.”

    “Go wild. I brought gifts too.”

    He slid over a shopping bag. Sang-chul’s eyes widened—baby clothes, formula, diapers.

    “All this… for me?”

    “There’s more at the bottom.”

    An elegant envelope—one‑night stay at a five‑star hotel.

    “Hotel? Why?”

    “You said you haven’t dated your wife in ages. Go enjoy a staycation—executive level, just show up.”

    Sang-chul’s eyes trembled.

    Yoo Hyun made it sound casual, but these weren’t casual gifts. Everything was aimed at easing his family’s load.

    “Su‑jin’s gonna love this. Thanks, man.”

    But Yoo Hyun wasn’t done.

    “And now, a present just for you.”
 “What, there’s more?”
 “Tada!”

    Out came a motion controller—an accessory that made Wonderland combat smoother. Something Sang-chul had drooled over but never bought.

    “Knew you couldn’t sneak a game gadget past your wife.”

    Exactly why he’d skipped it—no room in the budget.

    “This is insane… I’ve wanted one forever! Seriously, thanks!”

    Yoo Hyun smirked. “When in doubt, give a guy game gear or in‑game currency.”

    Sang-chul rolled up his sleeves, eyes gleaming.

    “You’re giving me all this and treating me to dinner? C’mon, I’ve got some pride. Tonight’s on your big bro!”

    Yoo Hyun laughed. “Is the controller really that great?”

    “Great? I’m over the moon!”

    Sang-chul’s eyes never left the motion controller, the grin glued to his face. Watching him, Yoo Hyun suddenly realized something.

    
      Maybe happiness isn’t hiding in some far‑off place after all.
    

    Ever since the accident, he’d been drowning in despair, clinging to the dream he’d lost. But now he saw that the dream wasn’t the only thing that mattered.

    Just live happily with the people around me.
 If he could stay true to the life he had and share that joy with the people he loved, it was enough. And thanks to Wonderland, the door to his old dream had cracked open again anyway.

    “Hyung, I’m gonna give it everything from here on.”

    “H‑huh? Give what?”

    “Everything,” he said with a quiet smile.

    “Yoo Hyun, I’m heading home first! You better meet me in Lutetia—Lutetia, got it?”

    Tipsy and glowing, Sang-chul waved as if the world were perfect.

    “I hear you. Get home safe, hyung.”

    After bundling him into a taxi, Yoo Hyun headed straight for the capsule café. Level 10 at last and ready to leave the starter village—shame his brother couldn’t tag along.

    “Fifty hours, please.”

    “That’ll be one million won. Pay in full?”

    “Yes, one shot.”

    A million just to recharge game time, but he handed over his card without a flicker of doubt.

    They throw in ten free hours when you buy fifty—no way I’m missing that.
 It didn’t even sting—he was just reinvesting his game earnings.

    Someday I’ll buy my own capsule rig.
 Three million won per machine, though—no rush. Plenty else to do first.

    “Log in.”

    Warm sunlight washed over him, back in Wonderland’s plaza where he’d logged out.

    
      Still feels like a festival.
    

    Players milled about, riding the high long after the party ended. His blessing really had left a positive buzz.

    
      Might as well burn this sight into my memory.
    

    He turned to give Charles, Olsen, and the elder a final good‑bye—

    “Master Yoo Hyun! You’re leaving already?”

    Charles burst from the cathedral, racing toward him. Geye and Martin sprinted out right behind, determined to honor the teacher who’d changed their musical lives.

     [Charles – Advanced Performer]

    They’d all awakened as advanced performers while he was gone.

    “We’ve been waiting. At least allow us a farewell.”

    Yoo Hyun blinked, touched. He was just an outsider, yet the entire village seemed to have rushed out for him.

    “Is he really leaving?”
 “Thank you for coming to our village, Maestro!”

    Even Instructor Olsen, Elder Germano, and half the townsfolk showed up. NPC or not, their earnest smiles hit him hard.

    “Thank you,” he said gently. “I had a wonderful time here.”

    Hemona Village had rekindled his dream; words couldn’t cover what it meant.

    Then Geye stepped forward.

    “Master Yoo Hyun, please accept this.”

    
      Ding!
    

    You’ve obtained “Geye’s Handmade Recorder.”
 A maple recorder Geye carved for you with his hobbyist woodworking skills. The craftsmanship is rough, but his sincere gratitude is packed into every groove.

    Yoo Hyun’s eyes went round. “This is…”

    “Please forget the disrespect I showed you in the cathedral.”

    “Disrespect? I never thought that.”

    “Then I’m relieved. I learned so much from you while preparing the right. This recorder is how I repay my teacher.”

    Geye’s sheepish grin made Yoo Hyun smile back. Fancy stats or not, a gift forged from pure gratitude was priceless.

    He looked over the faces turned toward him—Charles, Olsen, Martin, Geye, the elder, the villagers—and answered all those smiles with one of his own.

    “Thank you, everyone. I’ll be off now.”

    With a light step, he turned toward the road that would lead him to the next chapter.

    The first real city of Wonderland.
 The city of class change.

    
      Lutetia.
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    “Welcome to Lutetia, adventurer!”

    The gate guard beamed at Yoo Hyun, and he answered with a smile.
 Passing under the arch, he took in the city: straight concrete roads, lampposts and trees lining each side, and—far off—a giant castle that had to be the royal palace. Canals crisscrossed the streets like Seoul’s big riverfront, and crowds packed the squares. The whole place radiated power.

    “So this is Lutetia…”

    Compared with the tiny village he’d just left, it was night and day—size, scale, and sheer number of players.

    “Party looking for DPS!”
 “Need dungeon runners—hard‑core team, ten‑minute clear!”

    It felt like he’d jumped into the middle of a street market. Stand still too long and you might get swept away.

    
      Didn’t realize this game was that crowded.
    

    Sang-chul had mentioned the second city was where people stayed until about level 40, so of course, it was packed.

    And there are supposed to be a thousand other cities like this?
 Thousands of little villages and nearly a thousand big ones. Lucky Sang-chul’s smithy was here—if it were anywhere else, they might never bump into each other.

    “First stop’s the guild, right?”

    Lutetia was nicknamed “Homework Town”: you had to clear 100 quests and hit level 40 before you could move on. And those quests started at your class guild.

    “I’m already class‑changed, at least…”

    As a Bard‑type Legendary class, Guide of Melody, he still had to visit the Bard Guild, especially for the hidden quest from Lady Cecilia. He checked the signboard:

     [A‑District – Sword, Bow, Martial Arts, Spear…]
  [B‑District – Cooking, Weaving, Gathering, Tailoring…]
  [C‑District – Magic, Alchemy, Medicine…]
  [D‑District – Dark Arts, Curses, Witchcraft…]

    His eyes went wide.

    How many guilds are there?
 Hundreds, at a glance. He chuckled.

    
      Just finding the Bard Guild could be an adventure in itself.
    

    
      Ting‑a‑ling.
    

    A warm, classy flute note echoed inside the Bard Guild hall.
 A young woman played, tone clear and tempo perfect—but her posture was stiff, almost mechanical.

    When she stopped, the receptionist NPC, Rachel, spoke.
 “All requirements met. Ready for your class change?”

    “Yes! I want to be a Bard.”

    “Please wait a moment.”

    Rachel’s expression stayed blank because the “requirements” were hardly demanding. Bard only needed three level‑3 music skills, so she spent every day listening to identical, skill‑button flute solos. Hundreds, sometimes thousands, a day.

    So tedious… Three years of that and counting. Myths said there was someone called the Guide of Melody who played real music while casting magic—someone who unified the continent through song.

    Rachel! I’m going to find the Guide of Melody. Hold the fort!
 The guildmaster, Marina, had run off a month ago on that wild goose chase. Rachel sighed; she figured she’d be stuck here forever, listening to these fake performances.

    Just then, the door creaked. A silver‑haired young man poked his head in.
 “Uh, hi—this is the Bard Guild, right?”

    Instant customer‑service smile. “Welcome! Here to class‑change?”

    “No, already did that.”

    “You… already did?” She actually said something different for once.

    Maybe he snagged an Epic or Unique class early? Excited, she asked,
 “Did you get something like Wandering Minstrel or Piercing Voice?”

    “Ah, nope—mine’s called Guide of Melody.”

    “…Excuse me?”
 Her jaw dropped. “G‑G‑Guide of Melody?!”

    The myth just walked through the door.

    “I’d like to meet your guildmaster, if that’s possible.”

    “T‑the guildmaster?”
 “Yes.”
 “J‑just a moment!”

    Rachel flailed. “Director Marina is… um, out right now.”

    (She left out looking for you, naturally.)

    “Could I get your name, adventurer?”
 “Yoo Hyun.”
 “May I check your status?”

    He nodded, and she set a crystal orb on the desk. “Just place your hand here.”

    Blue light flared—far stronger than any bard she’d ever seen.

    
      Ping!
    

    Name: Yoo Hyun
 Level: 10
 Class: Guide of Melody
 Stats: STR 33(+28) AGI 28(+23) INT 27(+22) VIT 30(+25) MAG 27(+22) HOLY 10(+10) CHA 30(+30)
 Unspent Points: 50 (stats) / 9 (skills)

    No way… Ten‑level newbies usually had INT 50 and everything else at 5. He looked like a front‑line fighter, with a dozen extra titles and skills—and he still had unused points.

    “If he allocated them all, he’d be… what level even…?”

    “All done?” he asked.
 “Y‑yes!” She jolted upright.

    The guildmaster said to contact her immediately if the Guide showed up! No protocol, no handbook—her brain jammed.

    “I’ll message Director Marina right away. I’ll update you as soon as she replies.”

    “Sure. Um, I heard there’s something called an Adventurer’s Journal…?”

    “Oh! R‑right—let me explain.”

    Flustered, she produced the Journal—a quest guide for new bards.

    Ahem! “Inside are 100 quests. Complete them all to become a full‑fledged adventurer and move to the next town.”

    “All hundred, got it.”

    If Sang-chul already had ninety done, it couldn’t be that bad.

    
      Guildmaster’s out, I’ve got the journal—guess I’ll head off.
    

    Just then, Rachel, cheeks pink, blurted,
 “I‑if it’s not too much trouble… could you play something for me?”

    
      Ping!
    

    New Quest: A Performance for Rachel
 Rank: E
 Requirement: Guide of Melody
 Reward: Huge boost to Rachel’s affection
 Failure: Minor drop in affection
 Description: The receptionist hears soulless performances all day. Play her real music and win her heart.

    Another concert request—after Lady Cecilia, now Rachel. Future ally? Boosting affection couldn’t hurt.

    “Any instrument you’d like?”

    “P‑piano, please!”

    He sat at the hall’s grand piano and let the music flow, just like always.

    “Wow…”
 For the first time in three years at the guild—
 “Amazing…”
 Rachel heard a performance that made her soul soar.

    “So, this is the Adventurer’s Journal…”

    Outside the Bard Guild, Yoo Hyun plopped onto a bench and opened the Adventurer’s Journal.

    “Looks fun,” he muttered.

    Just like Rachel said, it mixed everyday chores—sweeping streets, playing music in the square—with combat quests like Kill ten Silver Wolves.

    The devs really want newbies to ease into the world, he thought. Some players called these “grind‑for‑playtime chores,” but Yoo Hyun didn’t feel that way. Take quest #4:

    
      Eat something tasty at a tavern.
    

    A quest that literally tells you to pig out—in a place where calories don’t count? That felt like the devs trying to give players pure enjoyment.

    
      I’ve only hammered through legendary quests so far. It might be nice to do this like a normal player.
    

    “Right, I’ve got Instructor Olsen’s letter.”

    
      Find the Whale Armory in Lutetia. You’ll get the answers you want there.
    

    With time to kill—and his sword busted from the dungeon run—shopping sounded perfect. Sixty gold sat in his pouch; plenty of spending cash. So he wandered the alleys, following signposts.

    Compared with sleepy Hemona Village, Lutetia had everything: a fruit market, craft shops selling jewelry and art, even a steampunk‑ish gear shop full of gizmos.

    “Emma, when’s lunch?”
 “Comin’ right up!”

    Workers bustled everywhere. Further in, he reached the smithing district.

    Blacksmith Zone
 A‑27: Willem’s Forge
 A‑28: Miller’s Forge
 …

    “Whoa… this whole alley’s blacksmiths?”

    Tiny workshops jammed shoulder‑to‑shoulder; hammers clanged and players bargained.

    “Ha‑ha! Finally bought it! Been farming for a week straight!”

    A player strutted out of Willem’s with a brand‑new sword.

    What kind of blade got him that hyped? Yoo Hyun drifted over to the display.

    Willem caught him browsing and boomed, “Hey there, adventurer! Need a sword?”

    He lifted one from the rack.
 “Looking for an iron blade like the last guy? Feast your eyes—my finest work!”

    
      Ping!
    

    Willem’s Iron Sword (Rare)
 Req. Level 10
 No class restriction
 ATK 15
 Attack Speed +5%
 Accuracy +5%
 Bash +1
 A well‑forged iron sword imbued with minor magic.

    “Comes with Bash! Every class likes that. On the auction house, it’d fetch ten gold easy—eight gold for you, friend!”

    If the previous buyer hadn’t grabbed it, Willem would’ve asked full price. But Yoo Hyun shook his head.

    “Thanks, but I’m looking for a different shop.”

    “What do you need—bows? Maces? Ol’ Willem knows every corner of this alley!” He thumped his chest.

    “Do you know where the Whale Armory is?”

    “…The Whale Armory?” Willem’s grin twisted into a scowl.

    “What d’you want with that crazy coot?”

    “Crazy?”

    “Old man’s a lunatic—hoards junk, shame of the trade. Calls himself a smith but dabbles in music, of all things, making useless instruments!” Willem snorted.

    Yoo Hyun’s eyes lit up. A smith who messes with instruments? Sounds exactly right.

    “Rumor says he used to be good, till he got obsessed with… weird stuff.”

    “Where is it?”

    “Didn’t hear a word I said, huh? You’ll get nothin’ from him.”

    “Still, I’d appreciate directions!”

    “Suit yourself. End of the alley—keep going till you can’t.”

    Yoo Hyun nodded gratefully and headed off.

    At the far end, he found a shabby workshop that looked one strong wind from collapse.

    
      [Whale Armory]
    

    “…This must be it.”

    Oddly, a fresh, pine‑resin scent drifted out—sharp and pleasant. He pushed the door open.

    “Hello? Anybody home?”

    His eyes went wide.

    On the shelves: swords, sheet music, even a ukulele‑shaped instrument.

    
      This isn’t a blacksmith’s…
    

    It felt more like an eclectic music store wearing a thin disguise of iron and steel.
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    The Whale Armory was… weird.
 Swords and instruments shared the display shelves. Sheet‑music bundles littered the floor, and a mural of a guy strumming a ukulele covered one wall.

    Is this place a smithy or a music shop?
 An anvil, hammers, and a smelting furnace meant “smithy,” yet the décor screamed “instrument store.” No label fit neatly.

    CLANG!
 A squat old dwarf set his hammer down and squinted at Yoo Hyun. Gray beard, skin like aged leather, soot smudges mixed with sticky pine resin—he was small but solid as a boulder.

    “Lose your way, outsider? The real forges are down the alley,” he grumbled.

    “I came to see you, master. I need to ask something.”

    “Me?” Suspicion and curiosity flickered in his eyes. Customers came for weapons, not the dwarf himself.

    “A friend recommended you. Said you have info I need.”
 The dwarf raised an eyebrow—he kept to himself, had no “friends.” Then Yoo Hyun produced a letter.

    [Olsen’s Letter of Recommendation]
 Ghesin, old friend, it’s been nearly five years…

    Ghesin’s eyes widened. “O‑Olsen? The knight I know?”

    “Yes. Instructor Olsen wrote that.”

    “Instructor? He’s a teacher now? And an honorary knight on top of that? Spirits… that man never writes recommendations.”

    “We’re close. I’m his pupil.”

    “A pupil? Now that’s something.” The dwarf’s gaze softened. “Olsen once saved my life.”

    He told the story: lost in a pitch‑black dungeon, spike traps and cliffs everywhere—certain death until Olsen’s party showed up. From then on, the dwarf and the human knight became fast friends, age gap be damned.

    “Dwarves live three times longer than humans anyway,” Ghesin laughed. “Years don’t matter between true friends.”

    “So, why’re you here? I don’t sell off‑the‑rack blades.”

    “I’m not buying gear. I’m hoping you can fix this.”

    Yoo Hyun handed over a battered violin bow—snapped hairs, warped stick. Ghesin examined it—

    
      Ping!
    

    
      [Broken Violin Bow of the Guide of Melody] (Legendary)
    

    The dwarf’s jaw dropped. “Th‑this… THIS!”

    He’d spent his life hunting any relic tied to the Guide of Melody—now one lay in his hands.

    “Does the tea suit you? Sorry, I never host guests…” Ghesin fussed like a different person. Yoo Hyun smiled; the dwarf had flipped the instant he read the item card.

    “You know the Guide of Melody?”

    “Know him? He’s my life’s purpose!” Ghesin’s eyes sparkled like a schoolgirl’s.

    He explained: Born to the Black‑Hammer clan, his childhood memories were nothing but blood. His clan and the Red‑Anvil clan waged a brutal war over the Galde Mountains—until the Guide of Melody arrived and stopped it with music. The two clans feasted, sang, forgave, and peace took root. From that day, the Guide became Ghesin’s idol.

    He’d roamed the world chasing every rumor, even diving into that dungeon where Olsen found him, all to recreate the Guide’s gear. Hence, swords, bows, strange instruments, resin scent, and sheet music everywhere—his workshop was a shrine to a hero.

    “Bottom line,” the dwarf said, steady now, “I can repair the stick itself—maybe only I can. But the bow hair? It’s infused with spiritual energy. I don’t have the power to weave that kind of magic back in.”

    To fix it completely, they’d need someone with both strong spiritual talent and deep knowledge of the Guide of Melody.

    Ghesin thought hard. “Maybe… the Bard Guild’s Guildmaster could do it.”

    “The guildmaster…?” Yoo Hyun echoed, eyes widening as the puzzle pieces clicked into place.

    
      So that’s what was bugging me…
    

    The bow’s description had said it could be fixed by a smith who handled divine relics. Lady Cecilia, meanwhile, told him the Bard Guild’s master could fix the unicorn hair. In other words—

    I’m supposed to split the job.
 Let Ghesin repair the stick, ask the guildmaster to restore the hair software and hardware, serviced separately.

    With fresh certainty, Yoo Hyun said, “Then there is a way. Master, could I leave the stick with you?”

    “Gladly! I’ll pour my soul into it—leave it to me!”

    The dwarf grabbed a pencil and began scribbling a parts list.
 “Stick’s insanely tough—special timber for sure…” His eyes narrowed.

    “Everything else I’ve got in‑house—frog in ebony, button in silver—but the wood’s tricky. Needs a springy, high‑tension grain. Elf‑wood, or—better—timber from an Elder Treant.”

    He frowned. “Cutting elf‑wood is suicide, and hunting an Elder Treant is just as bad.”

    Killing that elite monster or felling a sacred tree—either way, you risked your life.

    “I’ll poke around the auction house,” Ghesin sighed. “If Elder‑Treant lumber pops up, it’ll cost a fortune—bundle size only, at least a hundred gold. It could take time.”

    Before he could finish, Yoo Hyun said, “What if I bring it back?”

    “…You? Elder‑Treant lumber?” The dwarf’s eyes thinned. Did this kid know what he was asking?

    “Young people and their bravado… Elder Treant is an elite—”

    “I’d still like to try.” Yoo Hyun’s gaze met his, clear and steady. “I’ve taken down elites before.”

    It wasn’t empty swagger; Ghesin saw that same iron spark Olsen once showed.

    “…All right. Just don’t throw your life away.”

    
      Ping!
    

    Hidden Quest: Gather Materials to Repair the Bow Stick
 Rank: A
 Requirement: Guide of Melody (min. lv 20)
 Reward: Huge boost to Ghesin’s affection; unlocks follow‑up quest
 Failure: Small drop in affection
 Description: To mend the Guide’s bow, Ghesin needs special timber. Bring him Elder‑Treant lumber—something extraordinary may happen.

    A‑rank, Yoo Hyun noted. Highest tier he’d seen so far—no telling what dangers lay ahead.

    “By the way, you’re swordless,” Ghesin said. “Going after a Treant with bare hands?”

    “I was about to buy one—mine broke. Know any good forges?”

    “Tsk. Wait here.”

    He clanked into the back, crashed around, and re‑emerged dust‑covered with a blade.

    “My forging’s nothing fancy, but it’ll serve. Take it.”

    “You’re giving it to me?”

    “Doesn’t go on the sales rack; may as well put it to use.”

    Yoo Hyun accepted. Despite Ghesin’s modesty, the sword felt perfect—light, balanced, the edge humming with intent.

    All right.
 His first A‑rank quest. Who knew what trials awaited? Still, his resolve stayed unchanged.

    
      Just do what I always do.
    

    Every path so far had been paved with trials. Each time he’d proven himself, grown stronger. That, more than anything, was why he chased quests.

    “I’ll be back,” he said.

    Even if the road ahead were impossible, he’d walk it.
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    Leaving the Whale Armory, Yoo Hyun stopped on a quiet side street.

    “I’ll fix every part except the stick. May fortune follow you.”
 Ghesin would start mending everything but the timber section so the bow could be finished the moment Yoo Hyun returned with wood.

    “My job now is to kill a Treant and bring back lumber.”

    He drew the sword Ghesin had given him, shiiing, a keen metallic hiss.

    [Ghesin’s Bastard Sword (Epic)]
 No level/class requirement
 ATK 30 ASPD +10% ACC +10% Crit +5% Weight ‑20%
 Sword Mastery +1 Sword Guard +1
 Forged by the master smith Ghesin, this blade carries two separate enchantments.

    “ …Huh?”

    “Epic?” He blinked twice—no mistake.

    “Didn’t he call it decent?”

    Who describes an Epic‑grade weapon, just one tier below Unique, as “decent”? The Skeleton Knight’s ring he’d earned was the same rarity; now he owned two Epics. If big bro Sang‑cheol—still grinding for his first Rare—heard this, he’d flip.

    This stumps Willem’s eight‑gold sword.
 That blade had ATK 15 and one skill; this one doubled the damage, juiced speed, accuracy, and crit, and added two skills.

    
      Buying Sword Guard costs two skill points by itself.
    

    Weight‑reduction made it feel light in his hand. That’s why it seemed feather‑easy earlier.

    “Let’s see how much this would run…”

    Cities unlocked the auction house, so he searched for comparable weapons: ATK 30+, two skills, level 10 max.

    
      No results found.
    

    Next, he searched pure ATK 50:

    [Ogre Axe of the Iron Heart – Legendary]
 Level 10 Warrior ATK 50 Current bid: 700 G

    “Seven hundred gold?!”

    Okay—Legendary tier, twenty more attack, but still.

    Search: two­s‑kill weapons, any type:

    
      No results found.
    

    He bumped the level cap to 30:

    [Mr. Gale’s Sniper Rifle – Rare]
 Level 30 Gunner Skills: Bullet +1 / Swift Aim +1 Current bid: 100 G

    He swallowed. So dual‑skill weapons don’t even show up until level 30.
 Yet he’d gotten one, free, at level 10.

    “Maybe I just met the best smith in the city.” Not a kook obsessed with music after all.

    Thank you, Instructor Olsen, he thought, grateful for yet another outrageous gift.

    He opened the skill sheet:

    Sword Guard – Block an enemy strike with your blade. Reduces incoming damage; perfect guard cuts 80% of it. Each block uses weapon durability.

    “A lifesaver when I can’t dodge or counter.”

    The bastard sword’s long grip let him switch between one‑ and two-handed stances, widening his attack patterns.

    
      I wonder how much stronger I am now.
    

    Legendary class, Epic sword—his stat total had exploded. He was itching to test it.

    But the hidden quest required level 20.

    Time to grind like everybody else. He flipped through the Adventurer’s Journal and spotted:

    
      13. Kill ten Silver Wolves.
    

    Perfect.

    “Alright—let’s do this.”

    Three years.
 That’s all it took for Wonderland to claim ten million concurrent players and become the world’s #1 game. Hyper‑realism, endless hidden pieces, constant new content—of course, people were obsessed.

    Even so, plenty of newbies still wiped spectacularly.

    “C’mon! Just hit already!”

    It usually happened the first time they squared off against real monsters in the second village.

    “Awoo‑oo‑oo!”

    Developer Ha Ji‑seok had given the mobs intelligence. Some ambushed first, some howled for backup, some even bailed when they sensed they’d lose..…

    “What the— why did the difficulty spike out of nowhere?!”

    “This never happened in the starter town!”

    Players, thrown into the deep end, started to panic.

    “Ugh! Just land one hit—please!”

    “This stupid game! At least let me hit the thing!”

    Back in the newbie village, you could mash one button and mulch mobs. Not here. Landing a single blow now felt like pulling teeth. One by one, every newcomer in the second zone shared the same experience:

    
      CRACK!
    

    The Silver Wolf lands a critical hit.
 You are dead.

    Yep—death. Brutal, humiliating death.

    “Seriously… this game is trash.”

    Dying taught them a brand‑new emotion. Not the cathartic rush of victory, not a dopamine spike—something else.

    “You’re really not grinding anymore?”
 “Uh… I don’t think I can.”

    Fear. The icy jolt of fangs at your throat, steel slicing skin—sensations no comfy real‑world gamer had felt. Pain sliders were off, but the impact felt terrifyingly real.

    “I’m taking a break.”

    From this point, hunting grounds split players into two camps: those who quit combat entirely and those who kept dying, grinding, and slowly adapting.

    “Yo, check that guy—looks like he’s soloing two wolves at once.”
 “He’s crazy… can you even do that?”

    Then there were the outliers—the seasoned veterans and corporate prodigies. Battle sense baked into their muscles, they charged the wolves without hesitation.

    “Let’s take these down and finish the quest.”

    “Future star of Quantum Group right here—name’s Geo! Remember it!”

    Low level? Sure. But their instincts screamed pro. Spectators gawked.

    “Corporate trainees really are built differently.”
 “Did you see that? Four hits and the thing dropped!”
 “Insane. That’s how you’re supposed to hunt?”

    They strung basic skills into relentless chains, dodged with catlike reflexes, and treated the wolves—nightmares to newbies—like warm‑up dummies.

    “…This is the place?”

    Into this chaotic field walked a silver‑haired man wearing a gleaming golden badge—Yoo Hyun.

    “Wow, packed crowd.”

    He scanned the clearing. Curious players glanced back—something about him radiated not a newbie.

    “So that’s a Silver Wolf…”

    Off in the distance: a hulking silver beast, glowing eyes, fangs like daggers—easily twice the size of a real wolf.

    Big boy, he thought, swallowing dryly. But a target’s a target. Shing—he drew Ghesin’s bastard sword.

    
      First, figure out its pattern.
    

    Every monster had tells; experience had taught him that. He’d start with one, watch, test Sword Guard, then go from there.

    “!”

    An exclamation mark popped over the wolf’s head—it had aggroed. With a piercing howl, it lunged.

    “Awooo!”

    Fast.
 It streaked in, jaws snapping for his throat. Yoo Hyun exhaled, raising the blade to mid‑guard.

    But it feels light.
 Quick, yes, but nothing like the oppressive aura of the Skeleton Knight. No chills, no hair‑raising malice.

    
      Doable.
    

    His stance shifted from mid‑guard to an upward slash. Smooth, practiced, thousands of swings distilled into one fluid motion.

    
      Now!
    

    The wolf’s fangs closed on empty air.

    
      Sshk!
    

    A flash of steel. The beast’s head sailed off in a clean arc—blink‑and‑you‑miss‑it speed.

    “W‑what the…”

    “Did you see that?!”

    Most people needed a bloody slog or a full party to drop one wolf.

    
      Ping!
    

    
      Silver Wolf defeated (1/10).
    

    “Was… was that thing low‑HP or something?”

    For Yoo Hyun, a single strike was plenty.
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    When Wonderland exploded in popularity, and people realized they could make real money inside the game—

    “Kids say Wonderland is the hottest thing. Over a hundred million players already. Can’t we spin up a new revenue stream?”

    Top-tier companies went hunting for in‑game business models.

    But Wonderland Inc. welded the doors shut: subscription fees for billions of accounts, cosmetic cash items, an iron‑tight exchange hub—no room for outside brands.

    So corporations pivoted to the only opening left: players.

    “Fine. We’ll raise our own users.”

    If you couldn’t monetize from the outside, you’d nurture talent from the inside. Those groomed gamers became star players—walking mascots for their sponsors.

    “Sam‑O’s brand soars as rank‑11 player Jin Se‑yeon dominates Wonderland.”
 “Rank‑27 Hyun Tae‑yang signs 10‑year, record‑breaking deal with Yeonhwa Group.”
 “Defense Ministry unveils new mascot ‘ARMY Tiger,’ replacing steadfast Gun‑geon after 20 years.”

    Star players eclipsed influencers—they were the new idols of the 2030s. Even the military had one.

    
      One well‑raised star player is worth ten A‑list celebrities.
    

    Corporations treated recruits like idol trainees: full support, intense coaching—welcome to the star‑player wars.

    Among those hopefuls was Heo‑song Group’s rookie, stage name Lee Won.

    
      My evaluation match at last…
    

    Lee Won had once been a celebrated AOS pro in China—until a “personality issue” blew up his team and his contract. Now the company was banking on his lightning reaction time, cool head, and razor‑sharp skill rotation—even if his raw athleticism lagged.

    Six months of hellish prep followed: MMA in the mornings, ball sports at noon, agility drills at a training center—pure torture for a lifelong desk jockey, but necessary.

    “Hoo…”

    He exhaled, stepping into Lutetia’s hunting grounds. No renewal deal yet; today’s performance would decide everything.

    
      One shot, no mistakes, max flash.
    

    Blow it and he’d stay on the roster, but nail it and his next contract would balloon.

    He even chose Lutetia on purpose—the speedy Silver Wolves were perfect for showcasing reflexes.

    A team manager whispered beside him, camera ready:
 “Today’s run is all on video—YouTube, company socials, the works. You just focus on the fight.”

    “Got it.”

    “Oh—and if you really pop off, the CEO promised a bonus.”

    “Bo‑bonus?” His eyes widened.

    “One million won. Cash. If you deliver something no other player can.”

    ₩10 million? Greed flashed across his face—nearly a fifth of his current salary, all at once.

    
      I heard Jin Se‑yeon dropped them in two hits…
    

    Average players needed ten swings per wolf; veterans five; star trainees four.

    
      Four hits. That’s my mark.
    

    He smirked. Four? Easy. I trained for this.

    [King Slone’s Cursed Iron Sword – Unique]
 Level 10 Warrior ATK 30 …

    He’d dumped 200 gold on that blade—quadruple the price of normal newbie weapons. Behind the company’s back, he’d ground hundreds of wolves on an alt. Four‑hit kills were second nature now.

    
      Heh. That million’s mine.
    

    “Ready?” the manager asked.

    “Let’s go.”

    He stooped, grabbed a pebble.

    
      Time to end this.
    

    Tactic was simple: toss a rock to draw aggro, wait for the wolf’s signature leap—vulnerable mid‑air—then slice its belly.

    
      I’ve done this a thousand times.
    

    He pitched the stone—thunk—wolf locked on, slobbering.

    “Grrrr…”

    The beast lunged; his sword flashed—

    
      Critical Hit!
    

    
      Nice!
    

    He back‑stepped, regrouped. Second leap—another clean slash.

    
      Critical Hit!
    

    
      Holy—two crits in a row?
    

    Could this be a three‑hit kill? He’d only ever done that once. Pull it off now, and he’d rocket into elite status.

    
      One more. C’mon, just one more… I’m the future star, damn it!
    

    Slash—

    Critical Hit!
 Silver Wolf slain!

    “…I‑I did it! I killed a wolf in three hits!”

    Lee Won literally jumped for joy.

    “You saw that, boss?”

    “Y‑yes, that was… outstanding. The CEO will be thrilled.”

    “Just making sure—my contract terms, remember? Surely three hits earn an upgrade?”

    “O‑of course! I’ll push for the best deal possible—count on me!”

    The manager’s voice quavered; he knew exactly how insane a three‑hit time was.

    Lee Won grinned, already picturing his seven‑figure salary.

    That’s when a calm male voice chimed in:

    “Excuse me, are you finished hunting here?”

    Lee Won turned. Silver hair, refined aura, a golden badge on his chest—Yoo Hyun.

    “…Uh, yeah. What’s up?”

    “If the spot’s free, mind if I hunt here? Everywhere else is packed.”

    “Hmm, well, sure.”

    Lee Won narrowed his eyes, sizing the silver‑haired newcomer up.

    Not even his spot anyway… but look at this guy.
 Starter‑town tunic, no visible armor, a plain‑looking sword that screamed bargain‑bin iron.

    Perfect comparison piece.
 Watching this rookie flail would make Lee shine all the brighter.

    “Go ahead—knock yourself out.”

    “Thanks!” The stranger’s smile was downright pure.

    Almost feel bad… nah, Lee smirked inwardly. The guy didn’t even bother with the standard pebble pull—just drew his sword.

    Shk!
 One casual swipe. The Silver Wolf’s head popped off before it made a sound.

    “Uh…?”
 “Wh‑what?”

    Lee and his manager gaped. Did he just one‑shot that thing?

    The stranger slammed his blade into the dirt—bash? Why bash like that?
 Dust billowed, blinding a second wolf. Lee’s eyes bulged as he realized: the dust was a smokescreen.

    “No way… Using Bash for cover?”
 “Never seen that before!”

    Then—clang! He parried the wolf’s fangs perfectly and, again, a single slash ended it.

    Lee’s jaw hung open. The guy had killed every wolf in exactly one hit, whether from the jump or after a guard.

    With that cheap‑looking sword? Even top ranker Jin Se‑yeon needed two hits!

    “I‑I get it!” Lee blurted. “Smurfing! Some high‑level player slumming it!”

    Made sense—how else?

    But the manager didn’t look convinced—eyes glued to the newcomer, fingers already texting HQ. High level or not, moves like that were pure athletic instinct.

    “Manager! I can do it too!” Lee barked, desperate. “Watch me!”

    He had to steal the spotlight back—right now. He chucked a pebble, luring a wolf.

    
      You’re Lee Won, a former pro—focus!
    

    The wolf leapt. Lee’s first slash scored a shallow crit. He should’ve backed off, stuck to the pattern—but adrenaline drowned caution. He tried the dust‑bash trick, forgetting one fact:

    Silver Wolves are fast up close, and Lee’s strength was brainwork, not raw reflex.

    “G‑gah!”

    The beast blitzed him. His blade glanced off fur; the wolf was already on top.

    “Awoooo!”

    It pinned him, drool steaming onto his face. Panic flooded in.

    
      Idiot… I blew it because I got rattled…
    

    He glanced sideways—his manager’s eyes were locked on the silver‑haired stranger, not him.

    
      Of course…
    

    
      Crunch!
    

    The Silver Wolf lands a critical hit.
 You are dead.

    His big evaluation match, wrecked by some random player who stole every bit of shine.

    What a flaming mess… Lee stared at the death screen, numb.
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    Pssh‑shk—the capsule hissed open, and Yoo Hyun blinked into the gray glow of the pod bay. The endless plains were gone; cold machinery greeted him.

    4 a.m. Almost seven hours had slipped by since he’d parted with Sang‑cheol.

    Must’ve killed, what, three hundred wolves?
 His hand still tingled with the bastard sword’s weight, the thrill of one‑shotting each Silver Wolf echoing through his muscles.

    He almost wished the fatigue meter hadn’t run dry; he’d still be grinding. But Wonderland’s devs capped weekly play at 120 hours and forced breaks to keep people (and gold‑farm bots) from ruining their health.

    Fifteen levels—nice.
 XP from the wolves had started to taper off; time to find a tougher zone. In that sense, the forced log‑out was perfect.

    He stepped out of the capsule, stretched, and glanced around. Even at this hour, gamers snoozed in pods, chatted in clusters, or kept playing—the same hook that held him all night.

    “Dangerous game,” he chuckled, heading outside.

    Downtown streets were still buzzing—4 a.m., and the beer halls brimmed with life. As he passed one pub, a roar of cheers made him turn.

    Wonderland? A raid stream?
 The TV showed a live raid; patrons fixated on the screen.

    “Final phase already—only an hour in!”
 “Think they’ll get the kill? That’s attempt #32 on Baragas.”
 “Did you see Gang‑san’s back‑attack? Absolute crack play.”
 “Eternal Guild’s raid quality is on another level.”

    Eternal Guild, even Yoo Hyun recognized that name—Korea’s pride, first to full‑clear the Elder Dragon raid, average rank top‑20.

    “Whoa—look, it’s Song Ha‑yul!”

    The camera zoomed in on a platinum‑blond woman brandishing a violin. Her eyes shimmered like starlit midnight.

    Preparing a massive group buff – Song Ha‑yul floated across the screen. She timed her piece right as Baragas entered his final enraged state.

    “Her looks are insane—gotta be custom sliders, right?”
 “Nope, heard that’s her actual face.”
 “Come on, no way. Top idols can’t compete with that.”

    Yoo Hyun ignored the chatter—his gaze locked on the violin.

    A high‑ranker’s performance…
 He couldn’t hear the music, but the transformation on the raiders’ faces said everything—fatigue melted into fiery focus as her bow carved the air.

    Thunderclouds bloomed in‑game; a colossal avatar—Ares, god of war—split the sky, draping teammates in golden shields.

    “That’s Rhapsody, right? The effect is gorgeous.”
 “With a buff like that, imagine the damage rush.”

    Battle erupted: rogues threading through AoE lines for back‑stabs, a shield warrior tanking breaths bigger than his body, mages chanting lightning, Ha‑yul anchoring it with song.

    Breathless spectators gripped their glasses. Baragas finally toppled—a massive dragon body crashing down.

    “Woooooo!”
 “Baragas' first clear—insane!”
 “Whoever called for drinks tonight, I love you!”

    The pub exploded with cheers.

    Yoo Hyun clenched his fist. Those players lived in a world few would ever reach, yet the fire in his chest flared.

    Will I ever perform on a stage like that?
 He didn’t crave world‑first glory—he craved a larger audience, a crowd roaring for his music.

    Not impossible, he told himself—and walked into the dawn.

    Billboards now featured Wonderland star players— not idols— hawking corporate brands, and nobody found it odd to pack a pub at 4 a.m. just to watch a raid stream. In a world like that, becoming a recognized musician inside the game didn’t feel out of reach.

    
      I’ve even tasted it once already.
    

    He’d played for a sea of spectators and Pengkoon’s entire audience. He knew it could be done.

    “Time to head home,” he thought, quickening his pace. A good night’s sleep, a fresh login—perfect.

    
      Morning.
    

    Sunbeams filtered through the leaves, scattering rainbow specks across the room. A gentle breeze drifted in; the sunlight was warm but not hot—picture‑perfect weather.

    “Huuh‑aahm…”

    First thing after waking, Yoo Hyun reached for his violin. Ever since picking it up again, a little morning practice had become a ritual.

    Ziiing.
 Nothing intense—just enough bowing to keep his fingers awake.

    Finished, he sat at his desk and powered on the PC, opening his DAW. Half‑asleep, he noodled on the MIDI keyboard—no lightning bolt of inspiration, just pleasant noise—yet he grinned. This was the daily life of a musician, and it felt right.

    “Okay, morning routine done.”

    Next stop: the Wonderland community boards—time to scout info before heading back to the capsule café: quest guides, levelling tips, anything useful.

    
      Click.
    

    
      ★Newbie Tips★ The Perfect Early‑Game Bard Guide, Updated for Patch 30.11.7
    

    Hi, I’m Crescendo, a three‑year Bard main. First of all, condolences to every newbie voluntarily entering this world of frustration. You’ll soon be fighting heartbreaking battles just to afford potions…

    “Hmm?”

    The highest‑upvoted post was mostly a rant. He skimmed.

    
      Bards will suffer, no one will invite you to parties, you’ll end up paying to tag along…
    

    Not exactly practical advice. He scrolled faster.

    
      Levelling a Bard (IMPORTANT)
    

    “Fight easy mobs, huh…”

    Yeah, none of that applied. He’d already farmed the “avoid” zone’s Silver Wolves like candy.

    He kept scrolling—

    2) Leveling through Composition (★Recommended★)
 Just as Farmers gain a little XP from farming, Bards can gain XP by composing music. Most Bards level this way.
 • Recommended route 11–20: compose to 20 (about one week)
 • 21–30: two dungeon runs a day + composing (about two weeks)
 • 31–40: the Bard’s flower—hit Performance Lv 4; focus on dungeons and parties.

    “Wait— you can level just by composing?”

    A lightbulb went off: the Mythic passive he’d earned when he changed class—Magical Scorecraft—let him embed special magic into scores he wrote by hand. He’d never actually composed inside Wonderland yet. The idea sparked pure excitement.

    “Looks like it’s time to write a piece.”

    His eyes lit up.
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    The faint scent of polished wood mixed with musty old parchment filled the cozy little music shop.
 Stacks of aged sheet music were everywhere.
 In the middle of it all, two people were chatting — the shopkeeper and Yoo Hyun

    “Altogether, that’ll be 2 gold and 37 silver.”

    Ding!
 [You’ve purchased 100 sheets of parchment.]
 [You’ve purchased 2 pens and 3 bottles of ink.]

    “Thanks a lot! Hope your business does well!”

    Yoo Hyun grinned as he stepped out of the shop.

    “All set!”

    In his hands were a bundle of yellowed, cheap parchment and a few ink pens.
 All for one purpose — to create a “Magical Sheet Music” piece.

    “Hope it’s enough…”

    Today was the day. He was finally going to try composing in Wonderland for the first time.

    He’d already done a ton of research through community forums, but still felt anxious, so he bought way more materials than he probably needed.

    “Now… what kind of piece should I try writing?”

    He strolled through the plaza, taking in the sights and sounds at a relaxed pace.
 He needed inspiration. A spark. An idea for a melody.

    Looking for dungeon party members! Need one tank, one healer — just one more and we’re ready to go!

    “Buying red herbs for potion-making! 2 silver each! I’ll pay 1.9 gold for 100!”

    “Need friends? I’ll be your friend — 5 gold a pop!”

    The plaza in  Lutetia was packed with people — some forming dungeon parties, others trading items…
 And then there were people offering to sell friendship.

    
      “Wait, people actually pay for that?”
    

    Yoo Hyun blinked. Why would anyone spend money to buy a friend?
 He just couldn’t wrap his head around it.

    “Hmmm~”

    He absentmindedly brushed his fingers along the old stone wall as he wandered.
 The rough texture pressed into his fingertips.

    “This town really is pretty.”

    He slowly soaked in the scenery — a cat rolling lazily on the ground, a little kid running around clutching a fruit, the child’s mom watching with a warm smile…

    All of it — the peaceful town life — was like fuel. Little pieces of inspiration waiting to be formed into music.

    Then a server at a nearby tavern called out to him:

    “Hey there, adventurer! Care for a cold beer?”

    “Sure, sounds great.”

    Ding!
 [You’ve purchased  Lutetia’s Special Beer (Portable).]
 [You paid 5 silver.]

    
      “So that’s like… a 500-won draft beer?”
    

    Since 100 silver = 1 gold and 1 gold = ₩10,000, he’d just bought a decent beer for about 500 won.
 Even at that price, it actually tasted pretty good.

    “Nice and cold.”

    Walking aimlessly through this European-style plaza, sipping a cool beer…
 It felt like taking a vacation abroad — but on a capsule trip that cost way less than an actual flight.

    Moments like these reminded him that games weren’t just about grinding and fighting monsters.
 There was joy in just… being.

    “Mmm…”

    Yoo Hyun narrowed his eyes, savoring the taste and the moment.

    The air was fresh, the mood was light. Everything felt good — and yet, inspiration refused to strike.

    
      “Why can’t I feel it like I did before?”
    

    He’d been through some insane events in just a few days — the ancient ritual, defeating a Skeleton Knight, and even unlocking the legendary class Conductor of Melody.

    Massive, once-in-a-lifetime moments that had poured emotion and energy into his compositions.

    
      “Maybe I raised the bar too high.”
    

    It wasn’t that he couldn’t come up with anything — it’s that none of it felt “good enough.”
 Like his creative threshold had shot way up, and now everything else felt… dull.

    
      “Huh… I’ve walked around the whole town already.”
    

    Before he knew it, he’d wandered to the outskirts of  Lutetia.
 He found a shady tree and plopped down underneath it.

    “Guess I’ll rest for a bit.”

    Leaning back against the trunk, he watched the open fields.

    Sun beating down, farmers working tirelessly… It was peaceful.
 Then, something clicked in his head.

    “Oh yeah, I should try using that crafting skill.”

    He’d been meaning to check out the game’s Sheet Music Crafting feature anyway.
 With no inspiration hitting him, now seemed like the perfect time.

    So he pulled out the parchment and pen from his bag, and laid them out on the ground.

    
      [Would you like to use the skill: Sheet Music Crafting (Rank F)?]
    

    A blue holographic window popped up in front of him — a digital staff sheet glowing faintly.

    [Welcome to the world of Sheet Music Crafting!]
 [Tutorial guide starting now. Press skip if…]

    Just like that, the tutorial kicked in automatically.

    Menus and UI windows opened, filled with categories and options.

    [Available composition rank: F]
 ▶ Perfect success allows for a max of Rank E sheet music.

    [You currently possess a recorder (woodwind), allowing you to compose music for that instrument.]
 ▶ Available song: Tutorial guide melody (woodwind)

    
      [Choose up to 2 buff effects for this sheet music:]
    

    ▶ +3% item drop rate when harvesting
 ▶ -2 seconds on harvesting time
 ▶ -5% stamina cost on farming skills
 ...

    
      “So that’s how it works.”
    

    Yoo Hyun casually picked some buffs and started the crafting process.
 This was just a test run, so he didn’t put too much thought into it.

    Ding!
 [Starting sheet music creation…]

    Suddenly, his hand started moving on its own.

    
      Swish— swish—
    

    The pen glided across the parchment like it had a mind of its own.
 No hesitation — just smooth, clean lines forming notes across the page.

    In no time, the blank sheet was filled with musical notation.

    
      “Huh… This is kinda weird.”
    

    Watching music compose itself felt… odd.
 He’d spent his life writing by hand and performing — this automated process felt unnatural.

    Ding!
 [Sheet music completed. Evaluating rank…]
 [Final rank: F!]
 [Would you like to name this sheet music?]

    “Let’s call it… Practice Piece.”

    Ding!
 [The sheet has been named ‘Practice Piece’.]
 [You’ve obtained ‘Practice Piece’.]
 [You gained a small amount of EXP.]

    “Only took 3 minutes to finish?”

    Yoo Hyun chuckled.

    In the real world, even a simple tune would take hours, not minutes.
 But hey — a game’s a game.

    
      “Hmm?”
    

    He looked at the newly completed sheet.
 It was a single-melody piece — no chords, no harmony, no counterpoint.

    Just a straightforward, linear tune.

    
      “Hmm-hmm~”
    

    Even so, the melody flowed really naturally.
 Simple, yes — but clean. Structured. Surprisingly decent for a basic tutorial song.

    Honestly? It wasn’t half bad.

    
      “Didn’t expect much… but it’s kind of impressive.”
    

    If this was what F-rank looked like, higher ranks might produce some seriously good stuff.
 Probably on par with real composers’ works — at least the top-ranked ones.

    
      “Still… emotion is everything.”
    

    At the end of the day, the most important part of music was emotion — the story and feelings behind it.

    Sure, if the system could capture all that too, it’d be scary good… but he wasn’t so sure.

    “All right, let’s try one of my own.”

    Yoo Hyun pulled out a second sheet of parchment and spread it out.

    
      “What kind of recorder piece should I try…?”
    

    Thanks to his mythic skill, Magical Sheet Music Crafting, he could ignore instrument limitations when composing.
 He didn’t even need to own the instrument to write for it.

    Meaning — if he had the skill, he could make anything.

    
      “Ugh…”
    

    But that didn’t change the fact that he still didn’t have any inspiration.

    Should he mess around with money chords? Try capturing the peaceful vibe of  Lutetia?
 Ideas floated through his head, but none stuck.

    
      “Maybe I should just start writing and see what happens.”
    

    Yoo Hyun’s head felt like a knot.

    Can I really compose anything decent when I’m feeling this wishy‑washy?
 That’s when he heard it:

    “Hey, quit slacking and move it!”

    “Ha‑ha, can’t a fella take a breather?”

    The voices carried over from the wide open fields—a couple of sturdy farmhands hard at work.

    “The faster we finish, the faster we clock out. Snack break’s coming up—let’s push!”

    “Snack break already? Woo‑hoo, let’s go!”

    Their shirts were soaked through with sweat; salt stains dotted the fabric.
 It was blisteringly hot, but there wasn’t a hint of gloom on their faces—only smiles, probably picturing quitting time.

    Yoo Hyun narrowed his eyes.

    
      It’s roasting out here…
    

    Just sitting still made sweat beads on his forehead.
 What on earth keeps them so lively in this heat?

    And then he heard them singing.

    “Today again we work and sweat—”

    “Today again we work and sweat—”

    One guy started the verse, and all the nearby farmers chimed in:

    “Our sweat will ripen fields of golden grain!”

    “Ri‑i‑ipen gra‑a‑ain!”

    In a flash, the whole plain rang with their rough harmony.
 The melody was simple, their voices a bit coarse—but the song was powerful and full of spirit.

    “A… work song?”

    Yoo Hyun stared, wide‑eyed.
 He never imagined he’d hear a nongyo out here, of all places.

    But strangely…

    “I kinda like it.”

    The longer he listened, the more infectious it became.
 After a few repeats, he could hum along; his shoulders started bobbing on their own.
 Before he knew it, he was mouthing the lyrics too.

    “Ri‑i‑ipen gra‑ain!”

    Catchy didn’t even begin to describe it.

    “Ah!”

    A spark shot through his brain.

    Maybe the reason he’d been stuck was—

    
      I’ve been fixated on creating something “grand.”
    

    He’d been blocking himself, convinced he had to top the hymn he wrote after slaying the Skeleton Knight, or the ode he offered the goddess, some colossal masterpiece.

    
      Music isn’t supposed to be that hard.
    

    Does music even have a right answer?
 If you can enjoy it, if it makes you feel something, that alone is enough.
 Anyone with passion and will can give music a shot.

    
      That’s why I fell in love with it in the first place.
    

    A kid from an orphanage could grow up to be a violinist precisely because music doesn’t demand pedigree or perfect conditions.

    “Let’s just write whatever pops out.”

    He’d nearly forgotten the most important part—sheer joy at being able to make music.

    “Whew…”

    He exhaled long and slow.
 The tangle in his brain loosened, tension melting away.
 And the inspiration that had dried up? It started gushing again.

    
      Got it.
    

    He suddenly knew exactly what to write.

    Swish!
 His hand flew.
 Every feeling in his body poured straight onto the parchment.

    
      Keep it loose.
    

    Notes filled the staff—no hesitation, a flood of music.
 At that speed, anyone watching would swear he’d activated an auto‑compose skill.

    
      Blazing sun, farmers’ passion, pure joy…
    

    He captured the cicadas’ drone, the clear blue sky, and the sweaty vigor of the field hands.

    
      Scratch, scratch—
    

    
      Make something I’d enjoy.
    

    No matter what he put in, he clung to the core: the feeling of this very moment—
 The thrill of writing music in a world where sound exists again.

    
      This is fun…!
    

    A broad grin split his face.
 His hands were faster than his thoughts, like someone else had grabbed the wheel.

    That rare state when you’re totally absorbed.

    Scribble, scribble!
 A whole new world bloomed on the once‑blank sheet: notes, harmonies, little bits of his soul.

    Then, his pen halted.

    “Haa!”

    He let out a long breath, and a familiar system chime popped up.

    Ding!
 [Sheet Music Creation Complete.]

    Ding!
 [This score was made without using a skill.]
 [Evaluating the composition…]

    Blue windows stacked up, the ones that always thrilled him.

    Ding!
 [Comparable to the work of a royal court musician.]
 [Rank: B!]

    “…B‑rank?”

    His eyes went round.

    With the skill, he could only reach F, or E on a perfect roll—
 B was five steps higher!

    And it didn’t stop:

    Ding!
 [Mythic skill “Magical Sheet Music Creation” passive activated.]
 [Imbuing special magic into non‑skill compositions.]
 [Existing magic effects +30%.]
 [Usable charges increased from 100 → 500.]

    …

    [The sheet’s power has advanced by one tier!]
 [You gained a huge chunk of EXP.]
 [Level up +1.]

    …

    The windows kept cascading until—

    Ding!
 [This score far surpasses those of royal court musicians.]
 [Rank upgraded to A!]
 [Name your score?]

    Yoo Hyun nodded without hesitation.
 His gaze drifted over the vast fields, blazing sun, the farmers working with gusto.

    “Work Song.”

    He never could’ve written it without them.
 So his first original in Wonderland was titled:

    “Let’s call it ‘Work Song.’”

    Ding!
 [Score named “Work Song.”]
 [You obtained “Work Song.”]

    He unfolded the parchment.

    It was… beautiful.

    “I made this.”

    Every stave packed with melody and harmony—a distilled form of his feelings.
 As fierce as the midday sun and as passionate as the men toiling below it.
 A piece that held both the hardship of labor and the joy of harvest.

    
      I want to play it—right now.
    

    And the best part? He could—instantly.
 No worrying about missed notes or bad acoustics—his instrument was right here.

    Yoo Hyun sprang to his feet and headed out into the field.

    “Excuse me, could I ask you something?”

    He went straight to the farmer whose singing had started it all.

    “Eh? You talkin’ to me?”

    The tanned man cocked his head.

    “I just wrote a piece of music.”

    “…Music, you say?”

    The farmer’s eyes narrowed—what an odd request out of the blue.

    “Your work song gave me huge inspiration. I’d like to repay you by playing what I composed.”

    “Ha‑ha! Well, we’d be honored. Play away, friend.”

    The man laughed heartily.
 Yoo Hyun smiled back.

    “Thank you.”

    He raised the recorder to his lips.
 And softly blew the very first note—

    
      Beeeep
    

    A beautiful melody spilled out over the golden fields.
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    The sun beat down mercilessly.
 In this suffocating heatwave, the farmers of Lutetia were out in the fields once again.

    “It’s crazy hot this year.”

    “Three straight weeks of this. Can’t breathe out here.”

    It was the worst heat anyone could remember.
 A farmer looked up at the sky and sighed.

    “Last year it was nonstop rain, and now this… blazing sun.”

    No shade, nothing but endless farmland—pure torture.
 Honestly, if farming had to be hard, maybe pouring rain was better than this scorcher.

    “Yeah, the rain almost sounds nice in hindsight.”

    Another farmer muttered his agreement.

    “Still, we gotta keep at it. Think about the families waiting at home.”

    Floods, heat—whatever. Responsibility mattered more.
 When your wife and kids were waiting, there was no time for complaints.

    “Folks are starting to drag, though.”

    Glancing around, he saw the fatigue on everyone’s faces with a few hours still left on the clock.

    
      I heard the next village got the goddess’s blessing…
    

    Word was that Hemona’s people couldn’t stop smiling:

    “It’s gonna be a bumper crop!”
 “Just toss the seeds, they sprout on their own—ha‑ha!”
 “I could farm there forever!”

    No sweat, no humidity—seeds practically growing themselves.
 Sure, probably a bit exaggerated… but still.

    “Wish someone would bless our fields.”

    “Even the lord can’t afford that. The cost is insane.”

    “True enough…”

    A priest’s or bard’s blessing only lasts hours, maybe a day.
 Hemona got the goddess herself—totally different league.

    “Hard to sink tens of gold into a buff that barely lasts a week.”

    Farming’s a year‑long grind; hiring expensive holy talent isn’t realistic.
 They were just jealous, that’s all.

    
      They say a legendary bard summoned Lady Cecilia herself…
    

    Apparently, that bard stopped by Hemona, played some once‑in‑a‑lifetime music, and boom—the goddess descends.

    Not that far from here, either. Would he ever show up in Lutetia…?

    “Lucky bunch,” the farmer grumbled, but work was work.

    “Anyway—no point whining. Let’s finish up.”

    Better to knock out today’s quota and shave a bit off quitting time.
 No divine blessing here, but at least Lutetia had its work song.

    “Let’s sing!”

    “Yeah!”

    They’d sung it a thousand times, but the moment they started it still put strength back in their limbs, especially when quitting time was close.

    Without hesitation, the man began:

    “Today again we sweat and toil—”

    “Toil and toil—hey‑ho!”

    His call echoed across the fields; the others jumped in, rough harmony swelling in the heat.

    “Our sweat will ripen fields of gold—”

    “Go‑olden gra‑ain—”

    “Heh‑heh, ripen ’em good!”

    Smiles crept onto faces that had been drooping minutes earlier.
 Hard work, anticipation of clocking out, picturing their wives and kids—
 all those feelings mixed into the song.

    “Ho‑up!”
 “Hyah!”

    Camaraderie tightened; fresh energy flowed through tired muscles—biceps and forearms almost flexing on their own.
 All thanks to that catchy tune.

    Then—

    “Excuse me, could I ask something?”

    A stranger’s voice cut in.
 The farmer turned toward it.

    “Huh? You talking to me?”

    A silver‑haired man stood nearby.
 Dressed like any other traveler, but with an oddly refined aura.

    “I just wrote a piece of music.”

    “…A piece of music?”

    The farmer narrowed his eyes.
 Music? Out of nowhere?
 He was primed to work faster, not chit‑chat.

    “I heard your work song—it really helped me. I’d like to play the piece I wrote, as a thank‑you.”

    Well, that was unexpected.

    
      Huh. You see all sorts out here.
    

    Play a brand‑new tune just for them?

    
      Why would I say no?
    

    Free music, different from their usual chant—sure, why not?

    The farmer answered cheerfully, “Oh! In that case, we’d be grateful. Go right ahead.”

    “Thank you.”

    He wasn’t thinking buffs or magic—just happy someone would perform for them.

    “Two work songs in one day—nice!”

    He chuckled, grabbed his hoe—and then:

    
      Beeeep
    

    Recorder notes drifted over the gold‑tinged field.

    ♬♪

    Light, tickling melodies swept across the wheat.
 Bouncy tone, simple repeating phrases…

    
      Huh?
    

    The farmer’s eyes narrowed.
 Could a recorder really sound this classy?
 All he remembered was village kids shrieking “pee‑ree‑ree” on the thing.

    
      This is… actually good.
    

    Only one instrument—no chords, no thick harmony.
 Just a single, looping melody.

    And yet…

    
      Why is this so damn catchy?
    

    It even felt like their old work‑song lyrics would fit right on top of it.
 Actually, it was almost like he could already hear the two songs overlapping in his head.

    So the farmer tried it, singing over the tune:

    “Today again we sweat and toil—”
 “Toil and toil—”

    Suddenly, the fields turned into an orchestra: Yoo Hyun on recorder, the farmers on vocals.

    “Our sweat will ripen fields of gold—”
 “Gold—!”

    The farmer’s solid baritone filled every gap between the recorder’s bright notes.
 That deep, earthy voice stacked perfectly on the high, airy melody, turning it into a real harmony.

    “Heh, this slaps!”
 “Right? Didn’t expect that!”

    Raw, heartfelt voices plus the light recorder line—pure musical chemistry.
 Grins spread wider than ever across weather‑beaten faces.

    Beeeep!
 And as the last note hung in the air—

    
      Ding!
    

    [The farmers’ chorus merges with a heavenly performance, creating synergy.]
 [Yoo Hyun’s “Work Song” grants a special buff to the Lutetia fields!]

    “Wh‑what the—?”

    Every farmer’s eyes went wide.

    
      Buff: Joy of Labor
    

    [Description: The player “Yoo Hyun’s” first original score—a lively tune blending farmers’ struggles and joy.]

    “Is… is this for real?”
 “Am I seeing that right?”

    That buff was insane—nothing like the temporary blessings priests or bards usually cast.
 Almost on the same level as the goddess’s miracle over in Hemona.

    At the same time, a crazy thought flashed through all their heads:

    
      Wait… could he be…?
    

    Could this silver‑haired stranger actually be the legendary bard who summoned Lady Cecilia?

    Beeeep.
 Yoo Hyun lowered the recorder.

    
      Ding!
    

    [The farmers’ chorus merges with a heavenly performance, creating synergy.]
 [Charisma +10 from the special performance.]
 [“Work Song” grants a special buff to the Lutetia fields!]

    Blue pop‑ups flooded his view.

    They’re calling it synergy with the farmers’ chorus?
 His eyes went huge.

    
      This is almost like Lady Cecilia’s top‑tier blessing…
    

    He scanned the buff effects—reduced stamina drain, boosted efficiency.
 No direct “more crops,” but if you can work longer with less fatigue, yields go up anyway.

    Just then, a farmer hurried over, voice trembling.

    “A‑are you the legendary bard? The one who summoned Lady Cecilia in Hemona…?”

    “Legendary bard? Haha, not quite. But yeah, I’m the guy who played at that ritual.”

    Yoo Hyun scratched his cheek, embarrassed.
 The farmer’s eyes sparkled.

    “M‑my goodness! An honor, sir. Could you… Would you teach us this work song?”

    
      Ding!
    

    [Quest generated.]
 Side Quest: Teach the “Work Song”

    Description: The farmers believe your song can change life in Lutetia. Give them the sheet music—something special might happen.

    
      Huh…?
    

    Yoo Hyun blinked at the quest window.
 “Something special might happen”—code for a follow‑up quest or a rare reward.

    But putting the brand‑new score in the farmers’ hands…?

    
      Hand over my sheet music?
    

    Yeah, that was a tricky one.
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    “Could you… Teach us that song?”

    The farmer’s plea rang out across the field.
 Yoo Hyun looked at him, a little torn.

    In this world, sheet music is consumable—you have to hand over the actual score for its effect to activate.

    They really did give me the inspiration for it…
 He absolutely agreed that the farmers deserved credit.

    But still—

    Giving away a brand‑new piece he’d just poured his heart into?
 That felt like parting with his own child.

    Just then, the farmer, noticing Yoo Hyun’s hesitation, spoke again.

    “I’m sorry if I asked too much. You’ve already blessed our fields—huge help, truly…”

    He looked genuinely apologetic.
 It was rude to demand such a powerful song before even thanking the man.

    “I just… thought a lasting blessing would be life‑changing for us farmers and got greedy. Please forgive my rudeness.”

    “No, no,” Yoo Hyun waved both hands.

    I’m the one who barged in and played it. The buff’s my fault.
 He hadn’t come expecting thanks, let alone apologies.
 Now his only worry was how to help these people without losing his one and only score.

    
      There’s gotta be a way…
    

    He racked his brain—then his eyes lit up.

    “Ah!”

    He popped open the skill interface.

    
      Ding!
    

    [Magical Sheet‑Music Crafting]
 Rank: Mythic
 Type: Passive
 Abilities:
 – Compose sheet music for any instrument in Wonderland
 – Ignore instrument mastery requirements
 – When you hand‑write a score (no auto‑compose), it gains special magic
 …

    
      Somewhere down here…
    

    He scrolled—then spotted it:

    Special Ability:
 – Casting time –30 % when playing a magical score (more reduction at higher ranks)
 – Once you create a score, you can duplicate it at the same rank
 – Earn fame with each score, and the skill powers up

    
      Duplication—right!
    

    That might be the answer.
 If he could copy the music, giving it away wouldn’t be a big deal.

    
      Okay, how do I actually do that…?
    

    A few taps later:

    [Score: Work Song]
 Composer: Yoo Hyun
 Rank: A
 Buff: Joy of Labor
 – Farm‑work stamina cost –30 %, stamina regens faster
 – Work speed +20 %
 …
 ※ This score can be duplicated.
 ※ Duplicate? (Y/N)

    Yoo Hyun grinned.

    “I think I can help.”

    “R‑really?!”

    “Yep. One sec.”

    Fast finger work:

    
      Ding!
    

    [ An A‑rank score can be copied up to 5 times (cooldown 7 days). ]
 [ Duplicate “Work Song”? ]

    “Yes.”

    [Duplicating…]
 [Done.]
 [You obtained Work Song ×5.]

    A bright flash—checking his inventory, five fresh copies sat there.
 Looks like five per week was the limit.

    
      Perfect.
    

    He took one duplicate and handed it to the farmer.

    “This one’s got about five hundred uses on it.”

    “Th‑thank you! A treasure like this, for me? Thank you so much!”

    “But, uh…” Yoo Hyun looked around.
 Nothing but farmers—no musicians in sight.

    “Do you have someone to play it?”

    “Oh, we’ve got a phonograph, remember?”

    “A… phonograph?”

    “Yeah—drop the score in and it plays automatically.”

    “Ohhh…”

    News to him—still new to the game, after all.
 So even without a bard, a machine could read the sheet. Interesting.

    
      That solves the demand problem, huh…
    

    Bards tended to focus on combat buffs, not lifestyle stuff.
 But if phonographs exist, any buff‑type score could find a home—just sell the sheets to whoever needs them.

    
      Good intel.
    

    He smiled.

    
      Ding!
    

    [Give “Work Song” to the Lutetia farmer?]
 [The score will be permanently bound to them.]

    “Besides, you gave me great info. Thanks.”

    “Thank you!”

    The farmer looked like he might cry.
 This score was going to change their entire harvest—getting it for free felt like a miracle.

    “I’ll use it wisely, thank you!”

    
      Ding!
    

    [Side Quest: Teach the Work Song (Completed)]
 [Reward: Skill‑Point Potion]

    The farmer bowed over and over.

    Then—

    
      Ding!
    

    [Title acquired: “Benefactor of the Rye Field.”]
 You passed a work song to Lutetia’s farmers. They’re now likely to help you with anything farm‑related.
 [Achievement reward: All stats +1 (except Holy Power and Charisma).]

    More pop‑ups stacked up.

    “Nice!”

    What started as a quick leveling project had netted him inspiration, a title, and a skill‑point potion—jackpot.

    And that potion’s the real prize, he thought, grinning.

    “Thanks again. Hope the rest of your day goes well!”

    “Safe travels!”

    All that was left was the mysterious line about “something special” happening.
 What could that be?

    
      Can’t wait to find out.
    

    Whistling, Yoo Hyun headed back toward Lutetia’s capital district.

    Back in town, he plopped on a plaza bench and opened his stats.

    [Nickname: Yoo Hyun]
 [Level: 16]
 [Class: Conductor of Melody]
 …

    “Sweet.”

    One piece of sheet music—one full level.

    
      Maybe two hours total?
    

    Compared to the seven‑hour grind on silver wolves for five levels, this was insane XP.

    
      The forums said leveling by composing from 11 to 20 takes a week…
    

    But they were talking about F‑rank auto‑scores topping out at E.
 He’d jumped six tiers higher with an A‑rank original.

    
      Yeah, that checks out.
    

    Wonderland always rewarded you for smashing through a barrier.
 Like the massive level gains from killing the Skeleton Knight.

    
      Man, this world is awesome.
    

    And all of this… it made Yoo Hyun genuinely excited.

    A world where the effort you put in gives you proper rewards? How amazing is that?

    Maybe this is why people get so hooked on games—because of this kind of thrill.

    
      “At this pace, I’ll hit the next 4 levels in no time.”
    

    There were only four more levels left before he could take on the Trent Hunt Quest to repair his bow.

    Now that he knew both hunting and composing sheet music helped him level up, all he had to do was choose what to focus on depending on the situation.

    
      “But first, I need to check something.”
    

    Before deciding on a plan, there was one thing he needed to confirm—
 Selling his sheet music.

    The idea had come to him earlier while reviewing the skill to duplicate sheet music.

    [Magical Sheet Music Composition]
 Special Ability:

    That’s right—if he gathered enough Fame, the skill would get stronger.

    And for a bard, what’s the easiest way to gain Fame?

    
      ‘Spread it far and wide, obviously.’
    

    Sure, you could earn Fame by performing, but another way was by releasing your sheet music publicly.

    He’d gotten a clue about this when he saw that the skill had a “Copy” function.

    
      ‘If they didn’t want you sharing it, they wouldn’t have added a copy feature in the first place.’
    

    Besides, wasn’t there an item called a “phonograph” that could let people hear performances even without a bard around?

    If his music offered the right kind of buffs to the right people, it would definitely be worth something.

    And he’d already confirmed it was worth something.

    [Sheet Music: Ants Go Marching]
 Composer: BardBoomIncoming
 Grade: C
 Buff: Ants Go Marching

    ▶ 11% chance to harvest 2 wheat instead of 1
 ▶ 3% chance for “Lucky Strike” when harvesting (up to 4x random drop)
 ▶ 7% chance to reduce farming skill cooldown by 5 seconds
 ▶ Buff duration: 2 hours
 ▶ Remaining uses: 100

    [Description: This is my masterpiece! I swear there’s no better farming buff sheet than this one. I’ll upload more as soon as I make anything similar. Please support~^^]
 [Auction Start Price: 10G]
 [Remaining quantity: 1/1]

    Buff sheet music was selling well in the auction house.

    That meant there was demand for farming-related sheet music like his, too.

    Now that he’d confirmed it had value, the next step—

    
      “A buff this good and it’s only 10 gold…”
    

    It was time to check market prices.

    
      “So, how much should I list it for…?”
    

    Putting a price on something you made with care was all about knowing your worth.

    Whether it sold for peanuts or top price, it all depended on your own abilities.

    Yoo Hyun, who’d freelanced for years and was used to self-promoting for survival, knew this better than anyone.

    
      “If there were more similar sheets up, pricing would be easier…”
    

    Unfortunately, there weren’t many music sheets listed, so he didn’t have much to compare to.

    Maybe he should just guess and set a price that felt fair?

    
      “Times like this are when you need an expert.”
    

    With a smile, Yoo Hyun sent a whisper message.

    To none other than his go-to guy, Sang-chul hyung.

    [Yoo Hyun: Hey, you busy?]
 [JijonSang-chul: Whoa, you messaged first? What’s up?]
 [Yoo Hyun: Trying to sell an item, but I’m not sure how to price it.]
 [JijonSang-chul: What kind of item??]

    Yoo Hyun gave him a quick rundown of everything that had happened so far.

    [JijonSang-chul: Dude! Don’t bother with pricing it yourself—just use the broker system.]
 [Yoo Hyun: The what now?]
 [JijonSang-chul: There’s this broker NPC in town. They appraise the value of your item and sell it for you. They’re way more accurate and reliable than your average player.]
 [JijonSang-chul: Downside is the fees are kinda high. But even then, I always use brokers. Way easier, lol.]

    
      “He’s really that convinced, huh?”
    

    Yoo Hyun tilted his head, a little surprised.
 Sang-chul was someone who usually didn’t trust anything involving money—super cautious and picky.

    [Yoo Hyun: Is there any risk of getting scammed?]
 [JijonSang-chul: Nah. The broker wants to sell it for a high price—they get a cut of the profit. Plus, there’s a thing called the ‘Merchant’s Oath,’ so they literally can’t lie to players.]

    He had a point.

    People scam when they get the money up front. But in this case, the broker only got paid after the item sold.

    [Yoo Hyun: Got it. Makes sense!]
 [JijonSang-chul: So… is the item any good? ]

    “Hmm…”

    Yoo Hyun paused.

    He typed something, erased it, and typed again. After some thinking, he finally sent:

    [Yoo Hyun: It’s nothing special. I just wanted to try using the auction house for once.]
 [JijonSang-chul: Oh ~ Look at you, becoming a real gamer now. Alright, I’m off to hunt again. Later!]

    
      “Better to say it like that.”
    

    There’s an old saying—“You feel jealous when your cousin buys land.”

    Not that Sang-chul would really get jealous, but still… no need to poke the bear.

    Better to just treat him to a nice meal sometime.

    
      “Alright, everything’s pretty much sorted.”
    

    He now knew his music had value, and there was someone—or rather something—that could help him price it.

    
      “Let’s hope this goes smoothly.”
    

    The only thing left was to see if selling the sheet music actually increased his Fame.

    With no other way to find out, the fastest method was to just test it directly.

    At the very least, he’d make some gold out of it.

    That’s when—

    
      Ding!
    

    [Lutetia Farmer Martin has used 'Sheet Music: Work Song.']
 [Lutetia Farmer Jess has used 'Sheet Music: Work Song.']
 .
 .
 .

    
      Ding!
    

    [Fame has increased by 1.]
 [Fame has increased by 1.]
 [Fame has increased by 1.]

    Familiar notifications popped up before Yoo Hyun’s eyes.

    Alerts showing that players had used his sheet music—and that his Fame was going up.

    A smile slowly spread across his face.

    
      “So 
      
        this
      
       is what that ‘something special’ was all about?”
    

    That quest reward saying “something special might happen”—maybe this was what it meant.

    And it made sense because—

    
      “Everything’s been answered.”
    

    All his doubts about whether selling sheet music would increase his Fame?

    Those pop-ups just cleared it all up.

    There was nothing left to hesitate over.

    
      “Alright, let’s do this.”
    

    With a confident step, Yoo Hyun headed for the trading post.

    To finally sell the first piece of music he’d ever composed, for other players.

    
      

      

    

  
    

    Wonderland’s auction system was divided into two main types.

    One was the free-trade method, where users set the prices themselves. The other was a brokered trade system, where you hand over the item to an NPC auctioneer who sells it for you.

    [(Q)] “Hey, how much should I sell this kind of item for?”
 └ “If you don’t know the market price, just use the brokered trade; it’s easier.”
 └└ “But there’s a fee, ugh…”

    In free trade, you only paid the listing fee—no other fees were involved.

    But if you used a broker to handle the transaction, you had to pay a hefty commission, nearly 10%.

    Paying 10% of the sale price as a fee? It felt like daylight robbery.

    And yet, most players had a surprisingly positive view of the brokered system.

    [(Newbie Tips)] “Seriously, just use brokered trade unless you really know your stuff.”
 Passing on tips to all the new players flooding in lately:
 Brokered trades are way better than you think, especially when you don’t know the item’s actual value.
 Why? Because the NPCs set the price based on all past transactions across every region.
 So, unless you really know the going rate, always use the broker.
 Selling 10 of something at 1 gold each vs. selling 10 at 5 gold and paying a small fee—the latter earns you more.
 Anyone who finished elementary school math should get that.
 …I’m someone who sold stuff for 1 gold each and deeply regretted it later (been playing Wonderland for 3 years now lol).
 ※ If you still don’t use the brokered system after this… well, I won’t stop you, but good luck.

    So, even with the commission, making the highest sale possible just made more sense in the end.

    Because of that, Lutetia’s auction house was always packed with players.

    “Customer number 31, please proceed to Window A!”

    One of the auctioneers, a young woman named Rachel, called out brightly.

    She hadn’t even been working here for three months yet, so her voice was still full of that rookie energy.

    “Hello there! What item are you here to sell today?”

    “Uh… I got this in a dungeon… but I-I’m not really sure about its market value…”

    The man’s voice was full of nerves—clearly his first time at the auction house.

    Rachel picked up on it instantly and gave him a warm smile to help him relax.

    “I see! May I take a look at the item?”

    “H-here you go.”

    He placed a sleek, beautiful sword on the counter.

    Its pommel was engraved with a snake pattern, and if you looked closely, faint wave-like lines were etched into the blade.

    Rachel brought her monocle to her eye and examined the weapon.

    
      Ding!
    

    [ Ornamental Sword of the Berhevein Merchant Lord (Rare) ]
 No Level Requirement
 No Class Restriction
 ATK: 5

    
      Description: A sword custom-made by the head of the Berhevein family, who cared deeply about appearances. While it functions as a weapon, it’s more decorative than practical. The owner never even got to use it—he died at the hands of a Golden Goblin before he had the chance.
    

    A decorative sword with no real power behind it. Who in their right mind would use this?

    You could find better swords anywhere, even at your average blacksmith shop.

    “It’s a rare item, so I should be able to get at least 20 gold for it, right? A friend told me it’s easily worth that. B-but of course, I’ll leave it in your capable hands…”

    The man said it with a hopeful glint in his eyes.

    Rachel’s gaze narrowed slightly.

    
      Here we go again…
    

    There were always people like this, trying to hype up their items with every excuse imaginable.

    But Rachel already knew exactly what she’d say next.

    “Absolutely! Don’t worry, the price has already been evaluated. Would you like to go ahead with the sale?”

    “O-oh, uh… how much is it?”

    “3 gold.”

    “Wait, w-what? 3 gold?! Not 20?!”

    “That’s correct, sir. The evaluation came out to 3 gold.”

    “That… that can’t be right…”

    The man looked crushed.

    “The price was set by our appraisal system. No matter where you go, it’s going to be about the same.”

    Rachel wasn’t the one to blame here.

    [ Fair Market Price: 3G ]

    She was just the messenger.

    “B-but I heard there’s a high-ranking auctioneer… Can I get a re-evaluation from them? I just… can’t believe it’s only 3 gold. It’s rare, after all…”

    The man tried to argue, desperate.

    Rachel answered gently.

    “This is your first time visiting us, so unfortunately, you won’t be able to meet with a high-ranking auctioneer just yet. If you continue to trade with us and build a history, then you’ll be eligible to meet one later on.”

    She said it nicely, but honestly? He probably never would.

    There was a whole hierarchy within the auction house.

    
      Maybe, if he’s lucky, he’ll get to meet a mid-level auctioneer…?
    

    If your item sold for less than 1,000 gold, you worked with junior staff.

    Between 1,000–5,000 gold? You’d get a mid-level manager.

    And above that—only for sales worth over 5,000 gold—did you get to meet a high-ranking auctioneer.

    
      Those kinds of deals happen in the royal capital or imperial auction houses.
    

    Certainly not in newbie-heavy Lutetia.

    Rachel didn’t want to explain all that, so she kept it short.

    “If you'd like a second opinion, I can refer you to another auctioneer. But I expect the result will be similar.”

    “…Alright.”

    The man looked deflated.

    He’d waited over 30 minutes, and now he’d have to wait again?

    He glanced around and realized he wasn’t the only one.

    “You’re telling me it’s only worth 11 gold?”
 “Yes. Even the highest listing in the free market is 10 gold. Would you prefer to list it yourself?”

    The nervous man, watching this, muttered to himself.

    “…Fine. Just go ahead and list it.”

    “Got it. The transaction may take up to two days. Once complete, the gold minus commission will be sent to you via mail. Do you agree?”

    “Yeah…”

    “Then I’ll proceed. Feel free to ask for help anytime you come back!”

    “…Thanks.”

    He walked off slowly, looking defeated.

    Rachel pushed the bittersweet feeling away and rang her bell brightly.

    “Customer number 32! Please come to Window A!”

    She looked forward to what kind of item the next client would bring.

    That’s when she saw him.

    “Hello there, miss.”

    A silver-haired man greeted her with a gentle tone and sat down.

    Rachel replied politely.

    “Hello, welcome.”

    Of all the customers she’d dealt with today, he had the most pleasant presence.

    That bright smile, calm voice, and composed posture—it all gave her a strange feeling.

    Like something special was about to happen.

    “What item would you like to sell?”

    “I’d like to sell this.”

    He reached into his jacket and pulled something out—yellowed parchment.

    Parchment? What was this, a treasure map? An ancient magic scroll?

    “I’ll take a look. One moment, please.”

    She lifted her monocle and carefully opened the parchment.

    
      A… music sheet?
    

    There were no runes or treasure locations—just a mess of densely packed musical notes across the staff lines.

    Not something you saw in the auction house every day.

    Still, she kept her composure and carried out the appraisal.

    Until she saw the result.

    “…Huh?”

    Rachel’s eyes widened like saucers.

    Ding!
 [ Appraisal Result: Unable to Determine ]

    
      What the…?
    

    Even she didn’t understand what was happening.

    “S-sir… could you please wait here for a moment?”

    She definitely needed to call in a senior.

    “This way, please.”

    Following Rachel’s lead, Yoo Hyun walked into a private reception room, only available to VIPs.

    He gave a polite nod and stared quietly at the door in front of him.

    
      What’s even going on right now?
    

    Just a few minutes ago, he’d been waiting his turn like everyone else.

    Thirty minutes in line sat down like a normal person.

    And then he pulled out the music sheet—

    
      “I-I’m sorry, but this is beyond my level… Please wait a moment, I’ll bring in someone more qualified.”
    

    She’d stopped mid-sentence and asked him to wait for a senior auctioneer.

    
      What’s so special about my music sheet…?
    

    Being pulled aside like this and now the center of attention, Yoo Hyun was still in disbelief.

    He took a deep breath and gently knocked on the door.

    “Excuse me.”

    
      Knock knock.
    

    The door swung open, as if they had been waiting for him.

    “Oh! Welcome!”

    A round-bellied man with a shiny bald head and gleaming skin greeted him.

    He looked rich. Like, really rich.

    You could just tell he dealt with money.

    “Please, make yourself comfortable. I’ve got a variety of teas prepared—feel free to choose whichever suits your taste.”

    With a business-like smile, he gestured toward the table.

    “I heard you’re here to sell a music score. May I take a look?”

    “Yes, here it is.”

    Yoo Hyun pulled out the sheet music from his inventory and handed it over.

    The man’s eyes widened the moment he looked at it, and he muttered in disbelief.

    
      “This is incredible… A score of this level…?”
    

    As expected of someone with the title Senior Manager, he had a sharp eye for items.
 Being an elder of the merchants' guild and the head of the exchange, it was a skill he had to have.

    From the icy northern continent to the salt deserts, he’d been to countless regions before.
 But even then—

    
      “To see something like this in a small village like this… No, even across the whole continent, you’d be hard-pressed to find a score of this caliber.”
    

    At least from everything he’d seen until now, it was the first of its kind.
 Especially a score that gave buffs related to farming, not combat.

    
      “Um… would you mind if I asked where you got this? Of course, if you’d rather not say, I understand. I’m just… really curious.”
    

    
      “I composed it myself.”
    

    
      “…Huh? Y-You 
      
        wrote
      
       this yourself? D-Do you happen to have more?”
    

    
      “I’ve got four copies. And I plan to sell all of them.”
    

    Yoo Hyun answered calmly.

    He’d made five in total—one of them he gave to a farmer, and he kept the original just in case.
 The remaining four were now up for sale.

    
      ‘I need the original for future copies anyway.’
    

    That’s why he said he’d sell four.

    
      “Whoa…”
    

    The manager looked like his eyes were about to pop out.

    He wasn’t just surprised—he was genuinely stunned.

    If Yoo Hyun really composed this himself, that meant he had the skills of a royal court musician, at minimum.

    Then why the hell was someone like that in a backwater town full of newbie adventurers?

    
      ‘And he has four of these?’
    

    Four scores, all of this quality?

    It didn’t make sense. Not at all.

    Yoo Hyun, watching him, thought to himself,

    
      ‘Looks like he’s reacting well.’
    

    From the guy’s reaction, he could tell that the sheet music was probably worth quite a bit.

    He’d seen this kind of reaction before in real life, too.

    
      ‘This is your first piece? I’m seriously impressed…’
    

    People would get this look on their face when they really liked something—they’d look stunned or start thinking hard.
 More like they were worried about how much they’d have to pay for it.

    On the other hand, when someone didn’t care for a piece at all, you could tell right away—their whole face would go blank.

    Thinking that, Yoo Hyun decided to test the waters and named a price slightly higher than he’d originally planned.

    
      “So, how about 15 gold coins? Would that be okay?”
    

    
      “…15 gold?”
    

    The manager looked like someone had just told him pigs could fly.

    His eyes went huge—like he was thinking, Are you serious right now?

    
      ‘…Was that too much?’
    

    Yoo Hyun’s gaze narrowed.

    He’d only felt confident enough to suggest a price because he’d researched the other sheet music being sold at auction.

    There weren’t a ton of comparisons, but he didn’t think his music was any worse than something like ‘Ant March’.

    So he’d decided to aim a bit high.

    “Oh no, that won’t do at all.”
 The man shook his head firmly.

    
      “It should start at 
      
        least
      
       50 gold.”
    

    
      “F-Fifty?!”
    

    Yoo Hyun’s face twisted into disappointment.

    He thought he was getting 50 gold total for all four copies—so that’d be like 12 gold each.
 Way less than he hoped for.

    
      ‘This is harder than I thought.’
    

    Yoo Hyun’s head was spinning.

    He thought he’d done a decent amount of research and priced it reasonably, but apparently, he was way off.

    He still wasn’t confident about how prices worked here, so it was hard to figure out the right range.

    
      “Let’s just set the starting price at 50 gold and see what happens.”
    

    
      “…Starting price? What do you mean by that exactly?”
    

    
      “Just that. Set the opening bid at 50 and let people go from there.”
    

    
      “W-Wait a minute.”
    

    Starting the bidding at 50 gold?

    
      ‘Wait… no way…’
    

    If he was understanding this right… Then maybe he had completely misread the situation.

    With a nervous look, Yoo Hyun asked carefully,

    
      “So… you're not saying to 
      
        sell
      
       it for 50 gold, right?”
    

    The man’s eyes went huge again, like lanterns.

    
      “Wh-What?! No, no, absolutely not! You can’t 
      
        sell
      
       it for just 50! That’d be a disaster!”
    

    Then he realized how badly he’d explained things and quickly shouted in a panic,

    
      “I meant we should 
      
        start
      
       the auction at 50! Just the starting bid!”
    

    From everything he knew, a score that gave buffs like this one?
 Its value was basically whatever people were willing to pay.

    
      “This is one of those ‘name your price’ kinds of items. If you let me handle it, I promise I’ll get you the 
      
        best possible
      
       result!”
    

    The middle-aged man practically shouted, full of energy.

    
      ‘…“Name your price,” huh?’
    

    Yoo Hyun’s eyes widened.

    He hadn’t expected that.
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    “You’re saying… I should sell my sheet music at auction?”

    “Leave it to me! I promise I’ll do everything I can to get the best price possible—with sincerity and full trust!”

    “W-Wait a second.”

    It was only then that Yoo Hyun realized he had completely misunderstood something.

    He’d been caught up thinking whether it was worth 10 or 15 gold, but that wasn’t even the point.

    “…Are you saying my sheet music is that valuable?”

    What shocked him the most was that there apparently wasn’t even a fixed price for it—it was worth as much as someone was willing to pay.

    Of course, he had a rough idea of how polished the piece was from a musical perspective.

    But that was just the thing—what makes a composition brilliant musically isn’t always what makes it great in a game, right?

    “Ah, judging by your face, customer…”

    The middle-aged man carefully observed Yoo Hyun’s expression.

    And drawing on his 40 years of merchant experience, he took a guess.

    ‘Looks like the young man has no clue how amazing this composition really is.’

    And so, out of principle, he figured he should explain.

    With a short pause to collect his thoughts, the man spoke slowly.

    “No need to be surprised. It’s that good of a piece.”

    Then he started breaking it down so Yoo Hyun could better understand.

    “You might not know this, but agriculture still plays a huge role in the economy. Sure, recently we’ve seen all sorts of new minerals being discovered, and magi-tech is booming… but there’s still no substitute for actual crops from the ground.”

    People in Wonderland still made their living mostly through farming.

    “Grains go into the mouths of commoners, sure, but also nobles—even the Emperor. It’s a universal, essential resource. That’s why every nation pours so much effort into farming each year.”

    The man emphasized his next words:

    “Farming is the foundation of a nation’s strength. If the commoners are fed, the nobles thrive, and if those two stay in balance, the nation prospers.”

    Having explained the general importance of farming, it was now time to explain why Yoo Hyun’s music was so exceptional.

    “Most of the sheet music listed in the auction house is personal. Like, super focused on individual use. Just look at ‘Ants Go Marching’—it gets top exposure at the auction house. That one increases wheat drop chances or triggers a Lucky Strike during harvests.”

    In short, most scores gave individual skill buffs—like a boost in crop drop count, a rare harvest bonus, or reduced cooldowns.

    “So my score is different because it buffs the entire farming process?”

    “Exactly!”

    “Then being usable across all types of crops and fields is a big plus too?”

    “Correct. Very well put!”

    But that wasn’t all.

    Reducing stamina use by 30% during farming means you can work 30% more. And reducing the time needed for farming by 20%? That’s a massive boost in productivity.

    Less fatigue also meant lower mental stress, which indirectly improved farming efficiency too.

    So, in effect, his song increased labor efficiency at least twofold.

    “And if heatwaves and storms occur less often? That just means total yields shoot up even more. This isn’t about harvesting one or two extra bundles of wheat—it’s on a completely different level.”

    The truly absurd part was lowering the chance of those natural disasters.

    “Buffs to all aspects of farming and lower chances of heatwaves and floods…”

    The merchant grinned, clearly excited.

    “At this rate, we’re talking harvests that fill the storehouse again and again, way beyond normal yields.”

    He wiped the sweat from his forehead as he continued.

    “And when the storehouses are full, people are well-fed, which strengthens the labor force. That leads to national growth. This score—this one piece of music—has the potential to change the fate of an entire country.”

    Everyone already knew that Hemona Village had experienced an unheard-of bountiful year thanks to the highest-level blessing from the Goddess Cecilia.

    And in one or two years, it was bound to grow into a much larger village.

    Same with Yoo Hyun’s sheet music.

    “I’m sure of it. Once this music hits the market, it’ll attract interest from multiple kingdoms. The price? It’ll skyrocket.”

    If things played out that way, regular players probably wouldn’t even be able to afford a glance at it anymore.

    “That’s why I suggested starting the bidding at 50 gold. Who knows how high it’ll go after that?”

    “I see. Then, if you don’t mind me asking… why start at 50 gold?”

    Yoo Hyun asked cautiously.

    If the piece was really powerful enough to change a country’s fate, putting a price on it seemed impossible.

    Why start it off at what seemed like such a low number?

    “Because it’s a score. No matter how powerful, it still has usage limits. It won’t last forever.”

    The merchant answered calmly.

    “And honestly? If you price it too high from the start, people lose interest. You want a number that gets everyone watching, then let them drive the price up. That’s how auctions work.”

    He spoke with confidence:

    “But make no mistake—there’s no way it’ll sell for just 50 gold. I guarantee it’ll go several times that. I swear on my merchant’s honor.”

    “Your… merchant’s vow…”

    Yoo Hyun nodded.

    He understood now—if the item sold for more, the auctioneer’s fee would increase too.

    ‘At the very least, he’s serious about valuing this thing properly.’

    They were business partners now, both benefiting from this deal. Yoo Hyun felt like he could trust the man.

    “I’ll handle the entire process personally. Since this is your first time, I’ll only charge a 3% fee. How does that sound?”

    “That’s very generous. Thank you.”

    Yoo Hyun replied without hesitation.

    He’d heard the usual fee was 10%, so being offered a discount right away left no reason to decline.

    “I just hope you’ll continue using our auction house in the future. Consider this fee discount a gesture of goodwill.”

    “In that case, I’ll be sure to come back. As a sign of appreciation.”

    “Haha! Much appreciated!”

    Yoo Hyun smiled gently.

    He was going to be staying in Lutetia until level 40 anyway.

    Given the circumstances, there was no reason not to accept an offer like this.

    “Once the starting price is registered, we’ll begin the auction. Normally it runs for two days, but with a piece this rare, we’ll let it go until we get the best possible bid.”

    “I’ll leave everything in your hands. Do whatever you think is best.”

    “Once the deal’s done, we’ll send your share minus the fee through the post. You just sit back and relax while you wait.”

    
      Ding!
    

    [ Head Manager Ned has proposed a brokerage deal. ]
 Would you like to give 'Sheet Music: Work Song' to Ned? 

    “Then, I’ll count on you for this sale.”

    “No, I’m the one who should be thanking you. I’ll make sure it sells for the best price.”

    “I look forward to hearing back!”

    Ned gave Yoo Hyun a warm smile as he saw him off.

    Feel free to stop by anytime if you have questions. Have a great day!

    After Yoo Hyun left the auction house...

    “Excuse me.”

    A woman stepped into Ned’s office.

    It was Rachel, the junior manager, who’d first consulted with Yoo Hyun.

    “Oh, Rachel. What brings you here?”

    “I… wanted to ask something.”

    She fidgeted with her hands, then carefully spoke up.

    “I heard you’re personally overseeing this deal… but why didn’t you assign it to me or one of the mid-level managers?”

    From what she’d heard, the sheet music was starting between 50 and 70 gold.

    It wasn’t possible to estimate the final sale price just yet, but still—it didn’t seem big enough to warrant the attention of a senior manager like Ned.

    High-level staff usually only handled sales worth 5,000 to 10,000 gold.

    “Also… I heard the brokerage fee was only 3%. May I ask why?”

    With all the manpower and time that went into handling a deal, that discount basically meant they’d earn nothing from it.

    It was practically a favor.

    “So, in short, you’re wondering why I, a top-level manager, would personally handle a deal like this and give a discount on top?”

    “I… I didn’t mean to put it like that, but…”

    “Honestly? There wasn’t any big reason. Just… a gut feeling, I guess.”

    “A gut feeling?”

    Rachel tilted her head, confused.

    Ned smiled softly and said,

    “I saw potential in the client.”

    He thought back to when he first met Yoo Hyun.

    ‘He looked like a total beginner.’

    From his clothes to his demeanor, he screamed newbie.

    But then he casually took out a score that surpassed even royal court composers?

    That could only mean two things. Either Yoo Hyun was:

    Sure, it might have been a once‑in‑a‑lifetime miracle—
 But what if it wasn’t?
 What if this wasn’t a fluke at all, but just one of many masterpieces he’d churn out down the line?

    
      “There’s no downside to earning the trust of someone with that kind of potential ahead of time.”
    

    Ned’s smile was all warmth.

    “If that’s how you see it, then that’s the answer,” Rachel chuckled, finally understanding.
 After all—

    
      ‘This guy’s words carry weight on all four continents.’
    

    The man in front of her could sniff out the value of anything.
 He was Ned—one of the top ten merchants recognized across the entire world.

    
      ‘Wonder what it’ll sell for…’
    

    Rachel’s intrigued gaze drifted toward the door Yoo‑hyun had just walked through.

    
      Click.
    

    
      “Ugh… nothing to do, huh?”
    

    The top‑ranked farmer and well‑known player “MarsWatermelonFarm” was killing time on the Wonderland forums.
 With both stamina and fatigue bars empty, this was the one moment he could actually browse the farming community.

    
      “No juicy gossip today either.”
    

    To be fair, the farming board was almost always dead.

    
      “Seriously, not a single interesting post.”
    

    Posts barely filled five pages a day—it was the least‑picked class for a reason.

    Just then, a new thread caught his eye.

    
      “Huh? What’s this?”
    

    
      [ Title ]: ‘WTF I just found something INSANE—this has to be a bug, right?’
    

    
      “…Sheet music?”
    

    It was just a screenshot of an auction item, but he tilted his head, confused.

    
      “Oh, is it that ‘Ants Go Marching’ score again?”
    

    Not long ago, a farming buff score finally popped up for the first time in ages, so he’d taken a peek at the auction himself.

    ‘Didn’t buy it, though—the buff was meh and the starting bid was 10 gold.’
 The boost was tiny, the uses were low, and paying real cash value for that? Hard pass.

    Most people only bought it when they were a few percent away from ranking up or really needed a quick harvest.

    So why did this thread already have forty comments? He clicked, curious.

    
      “…Wh‑WHAT?!”
    

    His eyes went huge.

    [ Sheet Music: Work Song ]
 ● Farming stamina cost ‑30%, stamina recovery sped up
 ● Labor efficiency ↑20% (overall farming time ↓)
 ● Far less fatigue, way less mental stress
 ● Reduced chance of heatwaves and heavy rain
 ● Singing the song on repeat amplifies all effects
 ● Buff lasts 24 hours
 Uses left: 500 / 500

    
      “H‑Holy— What kind of monster buff is this?!”
    

    He rubbed his eyes over and over.
 Five hundred uses and buffs that crazy?

    He practically dove into his capsule rig.

    
      “Starting bid’s only 70 gold—there’s still time! Please, 
      
        please
      
       don’t spike any higher!”
    

    That same day, the farming board hit a record traffic.

    [ What even is this sheet? ]
 [ LOL live price just broke 100 gold ]
 [ Too rich for me… anyone want to chip in and share it? ]

    Ten‑plus pages of nonstop posts—
 all because of a single score written by Yoo‑hyun.
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    Last night, Wonderland basically exploded over one single piece of gossip.

    Players milling around the auction house stared wide‑eyed at the day’s “Hot Item” on the big board.

    Normally, that slot was reserved for some untouchable legendary weapon or armor.
 But sheet music? What the heck?

    “Huh? Am I seeing this right?”
 “These buffs are insane. Do farming scores always look like this?”

    The score’s effects were flat‑out crazy—
 And, get this, all farming buffs!

    “Even compared to high‑tier ranker scores, the numbers hardly fall short.”
 “You’re missing the real point—it’s a wind‑instrument buff, and that build was totally dead. The rarity alone is wild.”
 “Do any top players even use wind instruments anymore?”
 “Maybe some ranker like Song Ha‑yul is quietly switching builds?”
 “…Why ditch strings for that, though?”

    The reactions all sounded the same:
 Busted power level, first time seeing farming buffs this strong, must be a new ranker in disguise, and so on.

    The online community? Same vibe:

    
      [THREAD] “WTF Just found something OP—Is this a bug? (+999)”
    

    The post from the farming board the night before had blown up, pumping out hundreds of comments.

    css
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    └ My buddy’s a famous farmer, says he’s never seen buffs like this in three years lol

    └ Gotta be a bug item?

      └ Nope—Wonderland has a built‑in report system. Hacked stuff never gets listed.

    └ That’s why all those bot networks got nuked, remember? 

    └ So what are the devs smoking then?

    └ Who knows, lmao

    
      

    

    Farmers, miners, even combat mains jumped in for a deep‑dive debate:

    [GUIDE] “Why Buying This Sheet Will Make You Money (+99)”
 Okay, folks—most people will hire a bard anyway, so I’ll explain using a phonograph.
 Phonographs play at about 70 % of a real bard’s power, right?

    But this score? Still busted even on a phonograph.
 ‑ 21 % less stamina, 14 % shorter farming time, zero nerf on the disaster‑chance reduction.

    Get a high‑level farmer cranking out harvests nonstop, and the sheet will pay for itself—heck, you’ll profit.
 Plus the XP gain from spamming rank‑ups? It’s basically printing money.

    Price already broke 200 gold. Too rich? Pool your gold with friends—party buffs stack!
 If it were me, I’d do that in a heartbeat 

    VB.NET
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    └ For real, posting a group‑buy thread right now

      └ Wanna team up with me??

    └ Cool—meet me on the board!

    
      

    

    Every board got spammed. Hit refresh and you’d see a new sheet‑music post every five seconds:

    [(LFG) Group‑buy? Pay up front, I’ll place the bid! (+31)]
 [(LFG) Full ID verification, zero scams (+99)]
 [LOL price jumping in real time  (+4)]
 [Anyone else just here watching Farmer Forum burn? Big like]

    After ranting forever about its power level and whether it was a bug, the community finally landed on one question:

    [So Who the Heck Posted This Score? (+22)]
 I did some digging—buffs this strong mean at least sheet‑music crafting rank 7.
 Fewer than a thousand KR players are rank 7—and almost all of them are STRING users.
 Filter out the string mains and you’re down to maybe a few dozen, tops.
 If we search hard enough, it might be a ranker we all know.

    Speculation went nuts—
 Names of every famous bard main got thrown around, from Korea’s Song Ha‑yul to the foreign ranker “Ray.”

    One thing they all agreed on:

    
      “Whoever it is, they’re definitely ranker‑level minimum.”
    

    Either a hidden top‑tier bard or someone with a legendary‑class profession.
 The point is: the uploader was not a normal player.

    css
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    [Farmer Hype Incoming… coming soon]

    [Why Farmer hype? It’s Bard hype, lol]

    [★National Farming Assoc.. officially supports more farming scores★]

    
      

    

    Yoo‑hyun, meanwhile?
 He was fast asleep, clueless that the internet was on fire because of him.

    And while he slept, the bid price kept rocketing sky‑high.

    Yoo‑hyun woke up early, instinctively threw open the curtains—

    
      “Ugh, raining.”
    

    Of course, it’s raining on the one day he has plans.
 Would be nice to just stay home, but no—today’s the day.

    
      “Light drizzle… maybe it’ll stop.”
    

    He shook out his blanket, got dressed: crisp dress slacks, neat button‑down—
 totally different vibe from his usual capsule‑gaming clothes.

    A bit of essence cream, quick hair styling—
 First impressions matter, after all.

    
      “All set.”
    

    Two stops on today’s agenda:
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    [Team Lead Park: See you at 3 p.m. Please call when you arrive.  

    PS: If possible, could you bring your violin?]

    
      

    

    Hence the extra‑sharp outfit—
 They’d even asked him to join a concept‑planning meeting afterwards.

    
      ‘Hope it goes well.’
    

    A freelancer’s contract is flimsy until the ink’s dry; nothing’s certain.
 Looking sharp and giving the violin some TLC were small ways to stack the odds in his favor.

    
      ‘Are they gonna make me perform on the spot?’
    

    He hadn’t asked why they wanted the instrument. Client asked, so he’d comply—simple as that.

    
      “By the time I get home, the whole day’ll be gone.”
    

    With any luck, the auction would have ended by then, too—
 Price settled, contract signed.
 Today could be the day he proves his worth, both in Wonderland and real life.

    
      “Let’s do this.”
    

    He grabbed the violin case and headed out.

    First stop: the instrument district in Seocho‑dong—
 Korea’s only officially designated “Music Culture Zone” is still steeped in classical vibes.
 Pretty much the Mecca of Korean classical music.

    Seeing people carrying instrument cases here is normal:
 high‑school girls in uniforms, office workers in suits, all on their way to the Arts Center or a conservatory.

    
      ‘I used to think I’d be one of them someday.’
    

    Once upon a time, Yoo‑hyun was sure he’d stroll these streets like it was nothing.
 He’d even booked the Arts Center for a recital…
 If only that accident on his way home from the competition hadn’t happened.

    
      ‘Wonder if I’ll ever walk that stage again…’
    

    Yoo‑hyun took in the whole Seocho‑dong strip, nostalgia softening his gaze.

    He already knew he’d probably never stand here again as a violinist—
 But the thought didn’t make him sad or bitter.

    
      There are a ton of ways to make music.
    

    Even if it wasn’t a violin, he could still create.
 What he’d started just to pay the bills—composing—had now become his main path.

    
      It feels good to be back.
    

    Really, the place didn’t matter.
 The important part was that he was still making music.

    Shaking off the last of that wistfulness, he kept walking.

    Tucked away behind the instrument shops was a little luthier’s studio—
 run by Master Kim Seong‑deuk, the man who’d always taken care of his violin.

    Yoo‑hyun spotted the sign and froze.

    ‘…’

    He’d felt fine on the way over, but now his heart was hammering.
 Master Kim wasn’t just a repair guy—he was practically family.

    “What? New strings again?”
 “Why do you come in every two weeks, kid?”

    Back when Yoo‑hyun practiced nonstop, he’d show up constantly.
 Master Kim would replace strings for free—back then, that was a big deal.
 He even gifted him a handmade instrument later on.

    “I’m not so broke I need to take pocket change from a kid.”
 “Pay me back when you make it big. Till then, repay me with your music.”
 “If you feel bad, just play me something before you leave.”

    Ten years had passed since Yoo‑hyun vanished from Master Kim’s life.
 Whatever the reason, that was a long time to go silent—
 long enough for plenty of hurt feelings.

    The gifts in his backpack suddenly felt tiny.

    
      First thing—apologize properly.
    

    Only after owning the past could he start again.

    He exhaled, hand reaching for the door.

    
      Cre-eak!
    

    It swung open from the inside.
 An elderly man stepped out, spray bottle in hand, clearly on his way to water the plants.

    Their eyes met.

    Silence.

    The old man spoke first.

    
      “You’re here.”
    

    Slow, steady, every word deliberate.

    
      “You’ve been through a lot.”
    

    That’s all he said.

    
      “S‑Sir…”
    

    Yoo‑hyun’s eyes stung.

    
      “I should’ve come sooner. I’m sorry.”
    

    He couldn’t hear his own voice, but somehow he knew Master Kim heard him all the same.
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    The music? An old man, his hair streaked with white and his face lined with deep wrinkles, gazed quietly at the instrument in front of him.

    His expression was filled with sorrow.

    And understandably so.

    “What the hell happened to this poor thing…?”

    Yoo‑hyun’s violin was in terrible shape—beyond words, really.
 The front and back plates were cracked, the neck and varnish scarred and scratched all over.

    
      And why do the strings look so… lifeless?
    

    As he gently touched the strings, a shadow passed over the old man’s face.

    They say you can tell a lot about someone by their child.
 In the same way, an instrument reflected its owner.

    Bright pieces led to bright tones.
 Melancholy pieces birthed sorrowful sounds.

    
      You must’ve been through hell…
    

    These strings weren’t just dull—they sounded like they’d been crying for a long time.

    Of course, a violin isn’t alive.
 But after over fifty years of restoring instruments, he didn’t need words to know.

    Yoo‑hyun had lived through a painful stretch of life.

    “You probably already know, but… this isn’t something that can be fixed with just maintenance. We’ll have to take it apart and rebuild it piece by piece.”

    Kim Seong‑deuk didn’t try to comfort Yoo‑hyun with empty words.
 He didn’t pry or ask what had happened.

    Everyone carries some kind of hurt they can’t talk about.
 What matters most isn’t the past, but the path ahead.

    “Do you think it can be fixed?”

    “Sure. It’ll take a bit of time, but it’s nothing I can’t handle.”

    So what if the strings echoed despair?
 So what if the violin looked broken beyond repair?

    Like painting on a blank canvas—he’d take it apart and bring it back, piece by piece.
 A new journey, a new future—waiting to be drawn.

    Kim Seong‑deuk had done this for a lifetime.
 That’s why people called him a maestro of restoration.

    “Leave it here. I’ll give you a call when it’s done. Anyway… how have you been?”

    He smiled warmly at Yoo‑hyun.

    Fixing the violin? Easy. That was second nature.
 But it had been years since he’d seen this boy—this was the part that mattered.

    “Things… weren’t great, honestly.”

    Yoo‑hyun replied plainly, without sugarcoating.

    But then he gave a faint smile.

    “Lately, though… I’ve been doing better. I started playing again.”

    “Really? Where are you playing?”

    Seong‑deuk’s eyes lit up.

    “This might sound a bit weird… but I’m playing inside a game. It’s called Wonderland.”

    “Oh, that place where even people with mobility issues can move freely?”

    “Wait, you know it?”

    “Of course I do! I may be an old man, but I keep up. All I do these days is work or watch the news.”

    “Haha… I’m at the point where I’m losing sleep because I want to be logged in all the time. I can hear sound again in there… I can play again. It’s so real, it might as well be reality.”

    “Doesn’t matter where you are, as long as you’re happy.”

    Seong‑deuk chuckled.

    “And… how’s your hearing?”

    He asked cautiously.

    They hadn’t seen each other since the accident, but Yoo‑hyun’s hearing loss was well-known.
 He was a prodigy once—the youngest to reach the top. People in the field couldn’t not know.

    “Honestly? It’s bad. I can’t hear at all.”

    “What?!”

    Seong‑deuk’s eyes widened.

    “Then… how are we even talking right now?”

    “Lip reading. I’ve been watching your mouth and guessing what you’re saying.”

    “……”

    Seong‑deuk’s jaw dropped.

    He’d assumed Yoo‑hyun just had some damage—minor, maybe.
 But this whole time… he’d been reading lips?

    
      That’s not easy to do…
    

    Most people who lose their hearing also struggle with speech—
 because they can’t hear themselves speak anymore.

    But Yoo‑hyun? His pronunciation was clear. His flow was natural.
 You wouldn’t even guess anything was wrong.

    “So… why are you getting the violin fixed? Planning to perform again?”

    “I need it for composing.”

    Yoo‑hyun smiled softly.

    He probably wasn’t planning on returning as a violinist.
 Not unless his hearing ever came back.

    He was too much of a perfectionist to play half-heartedly.

    “Still… I’m doing some rehab. Just in case. I don’t want to lose my touch completely.”

    He hadn’t given up.

    This repair—it wasn’t just to fix an instrument.
 It was hope, just in case a second chance came knocking.

    Whether as a composer, or maybe, someday, as a performer again.

    “I’m sure you’ve got good days ahead of you,” Seong‑deuk said honestly.
 “Whether you write music or play—it-whatever path shows up, it’ll be the right one.”

    For a musician, hearing loss was a brutal blow.
 Like telling a writer they could never use their hands again.

    But—

    
      It’s the heart that matters.
    

    Writers dictate with their voice.
 Athletes go to the Paralympics.
 Even Beethoven, the ‘crazy genius,’ lost his hearing.

    If you don’t let go of hope, opportunity will come back around.

    “Guess I’ve got my work cut out for me. This might be the toughest project I’ve had in years.”

    To Seong‑deuk, this wasn’t just restoration.
 It felt like helping someone take their first step onto a new path.

    A path that might change everything.

    He steeled himself—fifty years of experience, and the title maestro, all on the line.

    “I won’t charge you.”

    “Huh? Wait—what?”

    “You haven’t fulfilled your promise yet, have you? You said you’d pay me back once you made it as a musician. That still stands.”

    “……”

    Yoo‑hyun’s eyes trembled.

    
      Restoring this… It’s gonna cost hundreds of thousands at least…
    

    Violins are delicate. Incredibly sensitive.

    The materials are expensive, and the craftsmanship needs to be flawless—
 especially for a full restoration like this.

    In short, it’d cost a lot.

    “I just don’t feel right taking your money. If you really want to pay me back… just play me something before you go.”

    “Sir…”

    Even now, just like always… he gave without expecting anything in return.

    “I’ll repay you. I mean it. I really will.”

    Yoo‑hyun said, heart full of new resolve.

    For his own sake.
 For his sake.

    He had a reason to keep going now.

    
      Creeeeak.
    

    “Grandpa! I’m back!”

    “Oh, Seung‑ah, you’re early today.”

    Seong‑deuk’s smile lit up as a girl walked into the shop.

    Yoo‑hyun’s eyes followed her.

    
      Seung‑ah?
    

    A schoolgirl, violin case in hand.

    “You’re early today. Did your class finish early?”

    “Yeah! And I was starving, so I came a bit ahead of time. Hehe.”

    “You know you should be practicing in the studio, not here. You can’t focus on the workshop.”

    “Aww, but you like my playing, Grandpa! I’ll practice after lunch, I promise!”

    She set her violin case on the table with a grin.

    “Seung‑ah, this here is Han Yoo‑hyun. A violinist. You’ll probably be seeing more of him, so go ahead and say hi.”

    She paused mid‑unpacking and turned to Yoo‑hyun with a bright smile.

    “Ah! Hello! I’m Kim Seung‑ah!”

    “Hi, I’m Han Yoo‑hyun.”

    Yoo‑hyun answered, glancing at the violin peeking out of her case.

    “You’re using an Italian modern violin, right? Scaramfella?”

    “Oh wow, seriously? You guessed that just by the look of it?”

    Of course he did.

    For someone like Yoo-hyun who’s super into instruments, it wasn’t all that hard to figure out.
 But despite how confident he sounded, the reply from Kim Seong-deuk was unexpected.

    “Sorry to disappoint, but that’s actually a violin I made myself.”

    “You made it, sir?”

    “I based it on Scaramfella’s design, so technically, you’re half right.”

    “A violin you made yourself…”

    Yoo-hyun’s eyes lit up.

    Scaramellas were often used by pro musicians and music majors—good quality at a reasonable price.
 But if his teacher had made it? That changed everything.
 The level of craftsmanship inside that violin would no doubt rival a Guarneri or a Strad.

    “You made it look like a Scaramfella on purpose, didn’t you?”

    “Well, there’s nothing wrong with something that’s just right.”

    Among musicians, good instruments could be a source of admiration… or jealousy.
 Making the violin look like a Scaramouche probably helped avoid misunderstandings or unwanted attention.
 Especially for Seung-ah—she didn’t need that kind of pressure.

    “Grandpa! Want to hear what I practiced today? It’s Mendelssohn’s Concerto in E minor—your favorite!”

    “Oh, that sounds lovely. But are you sure? We have a guest, you know.”

    Kim Seong-deuk looked over at Yoo-hyun as he spoke.

    “It’s not every day I get to play in front of another violinist besides my school teachers!”

    Suddenly, both of their gazes were on Yoo-hyun.

    ‘Wow, she’s really cheerful.’

    It caught him off guard.
 Most players get shy when there’s an audience, don’t they?

    Yoo-hyun gave a gentle smile.

    “If you’re playing for us, I’d love to hear it. Go ahead, play comfortably.”

    “Hehe, okay! Just a sec!”

    Seung-ah practically bounced over to her violin, buzzing with excitement.

    Kim Seong-deuk watched her with an expression full of affection, like she was his own daughter, even though technically she wasn’t.

    Then, it hit him.

    ‘Wait a second… didn’t he say he couldn’t hear?’

    His eyes shifted back to Yoo-hyun.

    He remembered now—Yoo-hyun had said his hearing was completely gone.

    And yet, he just said he wanted to listen to the performance?

    ‘Maybe he was just being polite?’

    Yeah… maybe it was just to make the girl feel encouraged.
 A kind gesture.

    Which only made Kim Seong-deuk feel a little guilty for not thinking about Yoo-hyun’s condition sooner.

    “Okay, here I go!”

    And with that, Seung-ah’s performance began.

    A warm, golden tone filled the workshop like the soft sunlight of early autumn.

    Seong-deuk closed his eyes and let the melody wash over him, already planning to apologize to Yoo-hyun after the song.

    ♬♪

    The music gradually built toward its climax.

    
      Ziiing! Zing!
    

    With a bold flick of her bow, Seung-ah ended the piece.

    “Bravo, that was a lovely performance.”

    Yoo-hyun, who had been watching quietly, finally spoke with a soft round of applause.

    “But…”

    “Huh?”

    “Doesn’t it feel a bit hard to play?”

    Kim Seong-deuk narrowed his eyes.

    “I think you’re unconsciously putting too much tension on your left wrist. That’d make it harder to move… and tough to get a clean sound.”

    He said it in a quiet, thoughtful tone.

    ‘No way…’

    Seong-deuk’s eyes widened.

    ‘Is he… coaching her without even hearing 
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    “You keep putting unconscious tension into your left wrist. That makes it harder to move and harder to get a good sound…”

    Yoo Hyun’s quiet voice echoed softly through the workshop.

    “Huh? Really?”

    Seung-ah blinked, confused.
 She had no idea she had that habit—it showed on her face.

    “Have you been practicing wrist vibrato regularly?”

    “I have… sort of…”

    Yoo Hyun’s eyes narrowed slightly.

    
      ‘It’s not a fundamentals issue… and there’s no sign of injury either.’
    

    If she’d been hurt, she’d be much more careful about moving it.
 No one wants to mess up an injured part again.

    After a short pause, Yoo Hyun asked calmly,

    “Did you happen to grow recently?”

    “Grow…? Like, height?”

    “Yeah. I bet you did.”

    “Whoa…”

    Seung-ah’s eyes went wide, not because the question was weird,
 But because it was true.
 She’d grown around 4 cm in just a few months.

    
      How the heck did he know that? And this is the first time we’ve met?
    

    “When your body changes like that, your old posture doesn’t always fit anymore. Mind showing me your playing stance?”

    Like she was under a spell, Seung-ah picked up her violin and held it under her chin.

    Yoo Hyun stepped closer, gently adjusting her elbow and wrist.

    “Pull your shoulder blades in more, and relax your arms and hands. Let go of any tension.”

    “Uhh, o-okay!”

    “Now try playing like that.”

    As soon as she drew the bow—

    Jiing!
 A clear, bright sound rang through the room.

    And her eyes widened again.

    “Wait, what?”

    Just a few small adjustments—yet the sound was way smoother.
 More than anything, the strain on her wrist was gone.

    “This feels way better, sir!”

    She’d naturally started calling him “sir,”
 And Yoo Hyun gave a soft chuckle.

    “Going forward, keep adjusting your posture to fit your body.”

    There’s no one “perfect” way to play the violin.

    Sure, there’s a standard method.
 But humans aren’t fixed. They change.
 Some are short, others have small hands.

    In cases like that, you need to tweak things to fit yourself.

    “The best posture is the one that feels right for you.”

    “Wow…”

    Seung-ah murmured, stunned.

    She’d never even thought about changing her stance before.
 In fact, she thought she wasn’t supposed to.

    “Wanna try playing it again?”

    “R-Right now?”

    “Let’s do something a little different this time.”

    Yoo Hyun’s tone stayed calm and collected.

    “You’ve already got good technique. What if we try adding interpretation to the piece?”

    “Interpretation…?”

    “This concerto really captures the sounds and emotions of nature. Let’s try putting that into the music.”

    Seung-ah tilted her head, unsure.

    She knew Mendelssohn’s work had a natural, emotional quality.

    But actually expressing that? Right here and now? Wasn’t that a little much?

    “Have you ever been to a forest?”

    “A forest? I mean… yeah, I guess…”

    “Try imagining you’re deep inside one.
 If that’s hard, just think of any place you’ve been with your family.
 The sea, a mountain, a field—anything works.”

    Seung-ah slowly closed her eyes.

    “There’s a breeze. You can hear birds chirping,
 leaves rustling, maybe a distant stream.
 Now picture yourself standing in that forest… holding your violin.”

    She followed his words.

    
      Gentle wind… rustling leaves…
    

    The longer she imagined, the calmer and more grounded she became—
 like she was sinking gently into still water.

    Then Yoo Hyun’s quiet voice whispered again,

    “Let those feelings guide you… and play. Slowly… gently…”

    She lifted her bow—
 and drew it across the strings.

    
      Jiiing…
    

    A soft, warm sound filled the room.
 Seung-ah just played what she felt—
 imagining herself in that giant forest.

    
      Jing… jiiing…
    

    Her emotions began to blend into the melody.

    It was like autumn—cool, delicate, full of depth.
 Her hand and chin moved effortlessly, more relaxed than ever.

    “Whoa…”

    Kim Seong-deuk let out a quiet gasp.

    
      How…?
    

    His niece’s playing had completely changed in such a short time.

    Not only was her posture more natural—
 The sound itself had transformed.

    The tone had depth. Warmth. Color.

    It was like her emotions were flowing directly into the strings.

    
      Jing. Jiing!
    

    When the performance ended, Yoo Hyun watched her glowing expression and gently asked,

    “How was it?”

    A brief, powerful miracle—just like that.

    “The sound was way richer than before, wasn’t it?”

    And he said it like it was nothing.

    Later, Kim Seong-deuk handed Yoo Hyun a cup of tea and sighed.

    “Sheesh… that little rascal didn’t even say thank you.”

    The moment she finished playing, Seung-ah had disappeared into the back of the workshop,
 mumbling something about wanting to practice while the feeling was still fresh.

    “I get it,” Yoo Hyun said with a smile.
 “Musicians never want to lose it once inspiration strikes.”

    “Well, then, I’ll thank you on her behalf.
 You really gave her something special.”

    “Oh, it’s nothing, really.”

    “Pfft. You say that like it’s no big deal.”

    Kim chuckled.
 But this kind of lesson? This kind of result?
 You couldn’t just buy that with money.

    “Didn’t think you’d be such a natural teacher. Did you study it?”

    “Not really. I’ve barely had time to take care of myself.”

    “Could’ve fooled me.”

    Yoo Hyun smiled faintly, thinking back.

    “I’ve learned a lot… just from watching.”

    Back when he was in the orphanage, he taught himself the violin—
 watching all kinds of videos and copying everything he could.
 Those clips were his teachers.

    He imagined the rest.

    Changing posture and technique like this? That’s how he learned it all.
 By trial, error, and imagination.

    “Well,” Kim said, leaning back, “let’s call that your payment for the restoration. Consider the promise fulfilled.”

    “Huh? What promise?”

    “You helped my niece so much. That’s more than enough in return.”

    Yoo Hyun shook his head.

    “I haven’t repaid you yet. I said I’d do that when I succeeded, remember?”

    “Geez, you really don’t let things slide, do you?
 Is this because of the help I gave you back then?”

    “Not really…”

    Yoo Hyun’s voice softened.

    “I helped Seung-ah just because I wanted to.
 When you see someone trying their best,
 It just makes you want to give them a hand. That’s all.”

    “…Heh.”

    Kim Seong-deuk chuckled again.

    Come to think of it—
 He’d helped Yoo Hyun for the exact same reason.

    Just a fellow musician wanting to help a younger one, from the heart.

    There’s nothing more heartbreaking than having to give up on a dream just because you’re poor.

    
      “In a way… maybe this all worked out.”
    

    The kindness he’d shown Yoo Hyun until now had, surprisingly, ended up benefiting his niece.

    Just like how he once helped Yoo Hyun, a younger musician, with genuine care.

    “I’ll keep stopping by whenever I can. And if there’s a chance, I’ll help teach Seung-ah too.”

    “She’ll be thrilled. It’s not every day you get a teacher like that.”

    Kim Seong-deuk smiled warmly.

    “Oh, by the way. Do you have a violin to use while yours is getting restored?”

    “Ah, no… I don’t.”

    “Wait here a sec.”

    He stood up, walked over to the display case, and pulled out a violin.

    Yoo Hyun’s eyes widened in surprise.

    “Wait… sir, you’re not seriously giving that one—?”

    The violin Kim Seong-deuk handed over was none other than Fate, his greatest masterpiece.

    The very same violin that had drawn musicians from Austria, Poland, and the Czech Republic, all begging to buy it.

    “Didn’t you refuse to sell this even when Pharrell came to Korea?”

    Yoo Hyun had grown up watching that violin being made from scratch, always by his teacher’s side.

    Its elegant design reminded people of a Stradivarius, but its rich, captivating tone was often compared to the Del Gesù. It was a truly bewitching instrument.

    “I’m just lending it to you, so don’t get carried away.”

    “E-even borrowing it is way too much…”

    “Then don’t.”

    “As if I’d say no!”

    Yoo Hyun, who’d been holding back his emotions, finally let a bit slip through.

    
      “I can’t believe I get to play Fate…”
    

    Just imagining himself performing with it filled him with overwhelming joy.

    “Take good care of it. If anything happens to it, you’re teaching Seung-ah lessons for the rest of your life.”

    “Haha…”

    Yoo Hyun carefully received the violin with both hands.

    Even if he hadn’t been given this, he already planned on helping Seung-ah.

    “I’ll treasure it.”

    He could tell this was just his teacher’s way of creating a deeper bond between them, and he was grateful for that.

    “I’ll come by more often from now on, sir.”

    “So where are you headed next?”

    “Hmm…”

    He was planning to visit Sam Entertainment to finalize his composing contract. But he didn’t explain the whole thing—he just gave a simple answer.

    “I’m going to prove my music.”

    Signing that contract was going to be his first big step as a composer.

    He’d have to show what he was capable of, and get recognized for it—it was like a battle in its own right.

    “Is that so? Then prove it. Especially now that you’ve walked off with my violin.”

    Kim Seong-deuk said it as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

    Yoo Hyun smiled faintly at that.

    “Of course.”

    Now that he’d gotten the best weapon a violinist could ask for—

    “There’s no way I’m not gonna make it.”

    It was time to prove himself.

    After Yoo Hyun left the workshop—

    “Grandpa? Did the teacher leave?”

    Kim Seung-ah peeked her head out of the room.

    She’d already started calling him “teacher” like it was the most natural thing in the world.

    “What took you so long to come out? Were you shy?”

    “N-no, I just… went to practice!”

    Her cheeks turned red.

    
      I mean, yeah… he’s really good-looking, but still…
    

    He’d stood behind her, correcting her posture so closely—it was enough to make any high school girl’s heart race.

    
      No way I’m saying that out loud!
    

    But what truly embarrassed her was something else.

    Just remembering how she kept stuttering things like “uhh” and “um” out of nervousness made her face heat up all over again.

    She’d practically sprinted away after the performance for that very reason.

    “But Grandpa, were you always close with the teacher?”

    Seung-ah looked curiously at Kim Seong-deuk.

    It made sense. Fate was the instrument her grandpa valued the most.

    And yet, he had so casually handed it over to someone else. Of course, she was curious.

    “Hmm? You mean because I gave Fate to that guy?”

    “Y-yeah…”

    She answered in a small voice, like she’d been caught red-handed.

    “You always said you were saving that violin for the very best violinist.”

    Kim Seong-deuk chuckled softly.

    “That violin? I made it for him.”

    “For… the teacher?”

    Seung-ah’s eyes grew wide.

    “If he’d kept playing, he would’ve been at the very top of the world by now.”

    Back when he was fifteen, Yoo Hyun had already been on the edge of greatness.

    Even countries that usually only hyped up their own musicians had called him “the reincarnation of Paganini.”

    “Yeah… that violin was always meant for him.”

    It just took a little longer than expected—about ten years.

    
      No matter which path he takes, that boy’s going to reach the top. One way or another.
    

    Kim Seong-deuk had no doubts about it.

    He could still clearly remember that moment when he’d witnessed the very incarnation of music with his own eyes.

    “Now that I’ve loaned him the violin, he’ll be stopping by more often, right?”

    All he really hoped for was that this reunion would help Yoo Hyun find his way back to the path he belonged on.

    If that happened, he’d gladly hand over any instrument, no matter how precious.

    “Seung-ah, how about we go out for dinner tonight?”

    “Yesss! Let’s get jjajangmyeon!”

    Kim Seong-deuk smiled warmly.

    “Noodles are hard on my stomach, but ah, well… today’s a special day.”

    It was one of those rare afternoons when everything just felt good.
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    Two things always torment artists.

    One is the fear of repeating themselves—falling into the trap of self-copying just to maintain the status quo.
 The other is the anxiety that comes with pushing boundaries, trying something new, and challenging oneself.

    Sticking to what’s safe is easier.
 It’s familiar, it’s comfortable, and there’s less chance of failure.
 But the catch is, people get tired of the same taste pretty quickly.

    Trying something new is harder.
 You need to stay with the times—but also, ideally, one step ahead of them.
 Go too far ahead, and people won’t get it.
 Make it too niche or too abstract, and you lose them.

    You have to hit that sweet spot: just one step forward.
 But here’s the real kicker—no one actually knows what that “one step” looks like.

    And this dilemma isn’t just for musicians.
 It applies to writers, actors, and anyone who creates something.
 And right now, it was eating away at Park Jung-hoo, the team lead in charge of Sugar Girls.

    “If we could just add one more thing... just one.”

    He muttered, eyes narrowing.
 He’d already gone through hundreds of demo tracks, but nothing felt quite right.

    
      Too generic. Too weird.
    

    The “popular” tracks were safe but dull.
 The “artistic” ones were deep but completely out of touch.
 He just needed something that blended the two, just the right amount of both.

    “If it were that easy, everyone would be doing it, huh?”

    It’s tough enough to find someone who’s good at either commercial appeal or artistry.
 Finding someone who nails both? That’s nearly impossible.

    And yet—

    “If you do find someone who has both... that’s when the game changes.”

    Because that’s when trends are born.
 That’s when the public eats it up—young and old, everyone trying to be in the loop.
 That’s how you end up with viral dance challenges on TikTok, Shorts, Twitty, whatever.

    “That’s exactly what we need right now...”

    Sugar Girls had been around for nine years.
 Long gone were the days when they felt fresh or exciting.
 At this point, they were starting to be seen as “the old stuff.”

    To break out of that image, they needed something new.
 Something game-changing.
 That’s why Park was practically tearing through demos like a madman.

    And yet, nothing was quite it... until—

    “Huh. Maybe this one is different.”

    He hit play on the track he got from SumaRe’s CEO.
 It was Yoo Hyun’s piece—“Anthem.”

    “Man... this thing is something else.”

    The full, layered sound. The tight composition. The orchestral drama made it feel like a battle.
 The whole thing had this refined, classical flair, yet it still somehow sounded modern.

    It was experimental, but not too far.
 Popular, but not watered-down.
 Exactly one step ahead.

    This is what it should sound like.

    “Who is this guy, anyway...?”

    Someone who could make a track like this had to be pretty seasoned.
 Understanding both artistry and market appeal usually takes years of experience.

    “I just hope communication won’t be an issue.”

    His age wasn’t the problem.
 Park didn’t care if the composer was twenty or sixty.
 All that mattered was the music.

    The real concern?
 Yoo Hyun’s hearing loss.
 How well would he be able to work with the team?

    “Honestly, just working with a rookie is already risky enough.”

    Sugar Girls weren’t some random group.
 They were a top-tier idol group making their big comeback after two years.
 Putting an unknown composer on that project was already a gamble.
 And on top of that, one with a disability?
 Yeah... there’d been some pushback inside the company.

    But Park Jung-hoo didn’t care.

    “What, you don’t trust my ears now?”

    He had more than earned his stripes at Sam Entertainment.
 No one had any right to question this choice—not after everything he’d done for the company.

    And besides, it wasn’t like he was trying to sabotage Sugar Girls.

    “If we can just communicate properly...”

    That was the only thing that mattered now.
 If Yoo Hyun could work with the team and adapt, that was more than enough.

    And then—

    “Right this way, sir.”
 “Thank you.”

    He heard voices outside the office.
 Then the door opened...

    And in walked a young man.

    Park Jung-hoo instinctively knew:
 This is him. Yoo Hyun.

    
      Whoa. He’s... young.
    

    The guy standing there looked like he could be onstage himself.
 Tall, clean-cut, and attractive—easily early-to-mid twenties.

    
      We could throw him in a music video, and no one would bat an eye.
    

    Park’s imagination started spinning.
 A good-looking guy like this, playing violin in Sugar Girls’ next music video?
 Yes, please.

    
      Okay, focus. This isn’t the time.
    

    Forget the music video—signing the contract was the priority.
 If that didn’t happen, none of this would matter.

    “Nice to meet you.”

    Park stepped forward and offered a hand.

    “I’m Park Jung-hoo.”

    And with that, he silently hoped:
 Please... let this guy be Sugar Girls’ savior.

    “Have a seat.”
 “Thank you.”

    Yoo Hyun pulled out the chair and sat down, taking in the office.

    
      So this is what an agency looks like inside...
    

    It was impressive, to say the least.
 Floor-to-ceiling windows with a view of the Han River, moody lighting, stylish decor—
 Yeah, this was definitely the top-level office of someone important.

    
      Posters everywhere...
    

    What really stood out were the walls covered in Sugar Girls posters.
 From their first full album to their seventh mini album, award photos—everything.

    There were a few Rocket Boy posters, too, but Sugar Girls clearly dominated the space.
 It felt like he was looking at the man’s personal trophy case.

    “How was the trip over?”

    Park handed him a coffee from the capsule machine.

    “I left early, so everything went smoothly. The view of the Han River on the way here was really nice, too.”

    “It’s one of the best perks of working here,” Park chuckled. “A river-view building.”

    He casually tried to ease the mood, then moved to the real question.

    “So... do you know much about Sugar Girls? Or their music?”

    What he wanted to ask was, “Have you listened to any of their songs?”
 It was a subtle way to check if Yoo Hyun had done his homework and had a business mindset.

    But then, he remembered.

    
      Right. His hearing... I completely forgot.
    

    Yoo Hyun’s lip-reading and speech were so natural, it was easy to forget he had a disability at all.
 Park quickly adjusted the question just in case—

    And Yoo Hyun answered:

    “I’ve listened to everything. From their first full album to the seventh mini.”

    Park blinked, caught completely off guard.

    
      Well damn...
    

    “Y-Yeah? Wait, how did you…?”

    “There’s this game called Wonderland. You can actually hear sound in there. And it just so happens that they have a music listening feature, so I checked out your songs ahead of time.”

    “…Wow.”

    Park Jung-ho let out a genuinely surprised murmur.

    Wait a second—if he could hear inside the game and communicate this well, didn’t that change everything?

    
      ‘So he can communicate just fine in person, and he’s got a place where he can actually hear sound. Then what’s the problem?’
    

    His thoughts started spinning quickly.

    “Was there an album that stood out to you? Which one did you like most?”

    “Would you like my honest opinion?”

    “Of course! Please, go ahead.”

    Yoo Hyun’s eyes narrowed slightly.

    “Personally, I started enjoying them from your third album. Compared to the first and second, the melodies felt more experimental and bold. But they still managed to stay accessible to the general public.”

    “Oh, oh!”

    “And my favorite one was the fifth album.”

    “Oh, oh, ooooh!”

    Park Jung-ho’s shiny bald head literally caught the light as it gleamed.

    “What about the fifth one? What stood out to you?”

    “Well, the character and concept you started building in albums three and four really came together in the fifth. Everything felt like it had reached its most polished form.”

    “God, yes!”

    Park Jung-ho nodded so hard it looked like his head might come off.

    And of course, he was thrilled—he hadn’t even been involved with the first two albums. He’d only stepped in from the third one, and the fifth? That was his crown jewel. The album he poured everything into.

    So to him, Yoo Hyun’s words were practically a personal love letter.

    “You really know your stuff!”

    At that point, Park Jung-ho was looking at Yoo Hyun through rose-colored glasses.

    
      ‘I’ve already confirmed his skills through the song, and he seems like a solid person too.’
    

    Even the communication issue—his biggest concern—was going surprisingly smoothly.

    This was more than enough reason to work with him.

    Without another thought, Park Jung-ho pulled out a contract.

    “Well then, shall we make it official?”

    His whole vibe changed in an instant—from casual and playful to full-on business mode.

    “This is the contract. Take your time going through it.”

    Yoo Hyun picked it up and started reading with a calm, focused look.

    “It’s a 2.5-2.5-5 split. Our company will handle the lyrics and arrangement, and you, as the composer, will get 50%.”

    Park Jung-ho added that for clarity.

    Usually, the standard split for lyrics-composition-arrangement is something like 4:4:2. Compared to that, this was actually a better deal for Yoo Hyun.

    “Yeah… that’s generous.”

    Yoo Hyun was honestly surprised too.

    It’s nearly impossible for a rookie composer to make real money just off copyright. Most of the time, they don’t even get paid for their first few tracks.

    But this? This contract clearly showed Park Jung-ho respected his work.

    
      ‘There’s nothing to complain about.’
    

    Yoo Hyun wasn’t aiming to get rich from a single track. His real goal was to break into the major leagues—and once that happened, income would naturally follow.

    “We’ll also pay you a song fee once the track is complete.”

    “…A song fee?”

    “Yup. We’ll deposit 5 million won the day after you finish the track.”

    Yoo Hyun’s eyes widened in shock.

    
      ‘Wait… five million?!’
    

    Normally, rookie composers get paid maybe 700,000 to 1,000,000 won—if they get paid at all. Many don’t. That kind of money usually goes to veterans with a solid track record.

    “We just really want your music, that’s all.”

    Park Jung-ho said it with a face full of sincerity and conviction.

    
      ‘I’ve never heard of a deal like this.’
    

    Yoo Hyun’s eyes narrowed thoughtfully.

    Sure, this was his first time breaking into the mainstream, but he knew the industry well enough to understand just how rare this was.

    Park Jung-ho wasn’t bluffing. He really meant it when he said he wanted Yoo Hyun’s song.

    
      ‘Why would I say no to this?’
    

    This was one of those golden chances that didn’t come around often.

    Someone who recognized his worth was sitting right in front of him.

    
      ‘Of course I’m taking it.’
    

    Yoo Hyun was the kind of person who knew when to grab an opportunity.

    “I’ll sign.”

    
      Thump!
    

    The sound of the seal stamping the contract echoed crisply.

    “Looking forward to working with you, composer-nim.”

    There’s a saying that starting is half the battle.

    Now that he’d taken the first step, all that was left was to walk the rest of the way.

    “I’ll do my best too, Team Leader-nim.”

    And just like that, history began—the moment Yoo Hyun’s music took its very first step into the world.
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      The conference room is on the 10th floor of Sam Entertainment.
    

    There were snacks, water, and a loaded presentation deck ready.

    The A&R team sat around, chatting nervously with uncertain expressions.

    "…When’s the team leader coming?"
 "Still in the middle of the contract? It’s been like an hour now."

    Everyone in the room already knew that Park Jung Hoo and Yoo Hyun were finalizing a contract.
 They were here to jump straight into the concept meeting right after that.
 The problem was… the clock was ticking and there was still no word.

    "Honestly? I kinda hope the deal falls through…"
 "What? What are you even saying?"
 "The new composer doesn’t even have a career yet. I heard he’s got some kind of hearing disability, too."

    That was something Park Jung Hoo had already told the team beforehand:
 The new composer has a hearing impairment, so communication might be tricky.
 That’s why everything was supposed to be presented mostly through text.

    "And that’s why we had to add more slides to the presentation."
 "Ugh, don’t remind me. I had to stay late just for that…"

    One of them sighed heavily and grumbled under their breath.

    "You think this’ll actually go okay? According to the roadmap, we have like… three months to pull this off."
 "Well… as long as the music’s good, the contract’s done, and we stay on schedule, we’re fine…"
 "…Which is exactly why we’re not fine, right?"

    Since no one in the company was a classical music expert, they had no choice but to bring in the original composer.
 And more often than not, working directly with a composer just led to more complications.
 Now add a disability on top of that?

    "Whatever. Orders are orders. When have things ever gone smoothly around here?"
 "Yeah, we’re corporate workers—‘Shut up and do it’ is the motto."
 "If this ends up in another all-nighter marathon, I swear I’m quitting."

    Just the usual office-worker misery.
 Especially in a company known for running its people ragged.

    "I don’t care who he is, I just hope he’s not a complete mess!"
 "For real! If I can leave work on time, I’ll lick Team Leader Park’s head clean!"
 "…Ew, okay no, that’s too far."

    That was it.
 They weren’t being mean or hostile—just desperately hoping their already fragile work-life balance wouldn’t get wrecked again.
 Every sarcastic, tired comment came from that same place.

    Then, it happened.

    —Creeeeak!
 "Alright, alright! We’re on time, let’s get started!"

    Park Jung Hoo strode into the room cheerfully, swinging the door open.

    The team narrowed their eyes.

    ‘What the… why does he look so happy?’

    Usually, he looked like a stressed-out octopus being grilled alive.
 But today? He was smiling.
 Was he about to quit? Was this his “before I go, let me act all chill” phase?

    Completely unaware of the team’s suspicions, Park  Jung Hoo motioned toward the door.

    "Come on in, composer-nim."

    And then all eyes turned toward Yoo Hyun.

    "Hello. I’m composer Yoo Hyun."

    He gave a polite bow to the A&R team.

    The female employees’ eyes went wide.

    ‘Holy crap… that face is exactly my type.’
 ‘Wait—he looks just like Rocket Boy Minjun!’

    The guys? Yeah, they didn’t care.

    ‘Please let me go home on time.’
 ‘Ugh, the Champions League’s on tonight.’

    As thoughts bounced around the crowded room—

    "Alright, let’s kick this off, shall we?"

    The concept meeting for Sugar Girls’ comeback track, “Anthem (찬가)”, officially began.

    “So, Kang—what do you think about the visual direction? Just speak freely.”

    “Well, since the song’s super dramatic, I thought a uniform concept might work. It doesn’t overlap with anything Sugar has done before, either.”

    With Park  Jung Hoo leading the discussion, the meeting carried a serious tone.

    But it wasn’t a one-way conversation.
 Team members tossed out ideas, and Park would build on them through mutual, constructive communication.
 The meeting ran smoothly.

    "What about you, composer-nim? Any thoughts?"

    "I agree."

    "You mean the uniform idea?"

    "Hard to say for sure about the outfits, but I think it’s important they match the dramatic mood."

    If there was any issue, it was that Park kept checking in with Yoo Hyun.

    But to him, it made perfect sense.
 Yoo Hyun created this world through his music—who else would know it better?

    "I made the song with the image of a medieval holy war in mind.
 The fast tempo and heavy drums are meant to feel like a heartbeat—tense, urgent."

    Yoo Hyun spoke plainly.

    "And the orchestral parts—what feeling were you going for there?"

    "Think of Handel’s oratorios. I wanted to express a sacred, almost divine reverence toward a ‘Messiah’.
 While the drums capture the chaos of battle, the orchestra adds solemnity and grandeur."

    He was just sharing the genuine thoughts he had while composing.

    And gradually, the way the team looked at him started to shift.

    ‘Wow. He actually communicates really well. Maybe better than some people I’ve worked with.’
 ‘His explanations make sense and aren’t confusing at all.’

    The tension from earlier had pretty much vanished.

    “Let’s use quilt-like textures to give the costumes a gothic feel. Add Kang’s uniform vibe through the colors.
 Mix platinum, white, and black for a classy, slightly old-fashioned look.”

    Park said this with conviction while pointing at the slides.

    “The choreography should have elegance, with strong synchronized group moves—almost like knights.
 They should feel noble and untouchable, but still radiate a healthy femininity and subtle sexiness.”

    The team nodded—seemed like they got the overall concept.
 But there was still one major thing left:

    "Is the song completely finalized yet?"

    Yoo Hyun’s piece was structurally finished, but there were gaps.
 It still needed arrangement work, and it hadn’t been through post-production or engineering.

    "Guess it’s time for the real grind, huh?"

    "As you know, the sooner the final version is done, the sooner we can move.
 If it drags out… everything gets delayed."

    Everything hinged on how well Yoo Hyun and the company could coordinate the work.

    "The orchestral arrangement might be the real hurdle.
 We don’t have a classical composer in-house.
 We’ll be relying entirely on Yoo Hyun…"

    Everyone looked his way.

    ‘Ah… I know that look.’

    They were asking, Can someone with a disability really work with us without issues?
 It was fair—this was an important project. They should be cautious.

    Yoo Hyun answered calmly.

    "It’s completely understandable to feel concerned about that."

    "…?"

    "But there’s no need to worry."

    Their eyes narrowed.
 Was he saying that just to reassure them, or did he actually have something in mind?

    "As long as you tell me what you want, I can make it happen.
 I’m open to any arrangement directions you need."

    He smiled softly.

    
      “There’s nothing I can’t handle.”
    

    As long as he was given the time, he was confident he could deliver exactly what they wanted.

    In the end, it was just people working with people.
 It was all about talking things through and aligning on the vision.

    
      “Even before I played Wonderland, I was already doing this.”
    

    Even back when he couldn’t hear a single sound, he worked closely with SuMare’s CEO.
 She’d give him vague, abstract feedback like “Can we make it playful but still dark?”
 He’d figured it out then.
 He had the experience.

    "Actually… mind if I just show you right now?"

    "Show us? What do you mean?"

     Jung Hoo looked at him, puzzled.

    "Give me some feedback, like you would for a real arrangement.
 Anything that comes to mind."

    Yoo Hyun opened his violin case.

    "I want to show you that working with me won’t be a problem."

    He placed the violin on his shoulder, rested his chin, and raised his bow.

    Everyone’s eyes widened.

    ‘Wait—he’s seriously gonna play right now?’
 ‘He can’t even hear… how would that work?’
 ‘Is he just showing off?’

    They exchanged glances like, You say something, No, you say something.

    Only Park  Jung Hoo watched him with shining eyes.

    
      “So that’s how he planned to use the violin…”
    

    He’d only told Yoo Hyun to bring it so they could get a feel for the live sound.
 Live instruments hit differently than recordings, after all.

    
      “Man, that’s some guts.”
    

    He hadn’t expected this.
 Yoo Hyun was about to prove himself, right here, right now.
 In front of all the doubters.

    Park couldn’t help but feel impressed.

    
      “Right up my alley.”
    

    Huh. The stage is set, but nobody’s saying a word.
 Park  Jung Hoo glanced around the room and clicked his tongue inwardly—honestly, a bunch of chickens.
 Then he spoke up, voice low:

    “Perfect timing, actually. I’ve been meaning to say this: what if the interlude between verse 1 and verse 2 felt a bit moodier? Kind of dark—can we try that?”

    No words from Yoo‑hyun—just a small nod.

    “A darker interlude… So he wants contrast before verse 2 pops.”
 Okay. Maybe that was what Park had in mind; maybe not. The point was to try it and see.

    
      This isn’t about finding a single ‘right’ answer. It’s about showing we can talk.
    

    Yoo‑hyun lifted Fate, the violin.
 He didn’t hesitate. Bow met strings.

    
      Jiiing!
    

    A razor‑sharp, crystal‑clear note filled the conference room. A warm smile tugged at his lips.

    
      …Unbelievable.
    

    One pluck and he could already feel how insane this instrument was—hypersensitive strings, the tiniest vibration alive in his fingertips…
 A violin that could probably express any nuance, like it once belonged to the very messenger of music.

    
      How incredible would this sound if I could actually hear it?
    

    But that wasn’t the point right now.
 He had feedback to respond to.

    “Make it gloomy.”
 The bow moved—slow, weighty, melancholic.

    ♬♪

    A gloom that stirred the listeners’ hearts floated through the air.
 Not the depression that drags you into a hole, but the uneasy quiet of soldiers waiting on the eve of battle—sadness with a faint sliver of hope.

    Jiing—jing…
 The bow danced. Notes fell like soft rain, calm yet heavy.
 It was simply gorgeous.

    Jiiing!
 The tension climbed. And with the final phrase—

    …Silence.

    Park Jung Hoo and every team member stared at him, half stunned.

    He nailed the exact mood I wanted in one shot.
 And he can’t even hear…?

    For a heartbeat, no one moved. Then inspiration hit, and ideas came flying.

    “Uh—can we make the verse bounce a bit more? Like, extra pop?”
 “How about the orchestra builds gradually? Big ‘build‑climax‑resolve’ feel!”

    Park raised a hand, lightly scolding: “One at a time, people.”

    “It’s fine,” Yoo‑hyun chuckled.
 “Whatever you need—I can do it.”

    That afternoon, violin notes drifted all the way down the 10th‑floor hallway of Sam Entertainment.

    Once the track’s locked, we’ll meet again with the Sugar Girls themselves—sort out part distribution and all the nitty‑gritty.
 That’s what Park told him on the way out.

    ‘If you’re okay with it, composer‑nim, I’d love to see you at that second meeting. Things move faster with the original writer in the room—but only if it’s comfortable for you.’
 ‘Absolutely. If the schedule works, I’ll be there.’

    No hesitation.
 Sam Entertainment was a trend‑setter; just sitting in their meetings was gold.

    
      Nothing teaches you more—or sparks ideas better—than being on‑site.
    

    Everything else would happen once the song was finished: the fee, the next meeting, the final tweaks. Until then, they’d stay in touch by text.

    “Wrapped up earlier than I thought,” he murmured, glancing at the sky.
 The sun was just tipping into an early‑evening glow.

    “So… what now?”

    Today’s only plans had been dropping off the violin for repair and signing the Anthem contract. He’d expected to be rushing by now.

    “Maybe hit the capsule café?”

    His mind drifted straight to Wonderland—the place that made him feel truly alive these days.

    That’s when his phone buzzed like crazy.

    Sang-chul‑hyung:
 Bro, bro, you seen this??
 Real‑time hot post—check it now
 huuuuge lol hurry

    
      Hyung, what are you on about…?
    

    It didn’t take long to find out.

    Because the link Sang-chul sent had a very familiar image attached.

    Sang-chul‑hyung:
 What kinda sheet music blows up like this?
 Whole community’s losing it lol.

    With literally thousands of comments piling up under a single post.

    
      Wait—that’s… that’s MY score!
    

    Yoo‑hyun’s eyes went wide.
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      Click.
    

    A man anxiously bit his nails while staring at the exchange board.

    He was a top-ranked farmer and the guild master of the , known in-game as “Hwaseong Watermelon Farm.”

    "Ugh… I have to buy it somehow..."

    It had already been two days since he’d logged in and rushed to the marketplace instead of tending to his farm.

    Normally, this would be the time he’d be harvesting yesterday’s crops and planting new seeds.

    But the reason he’d been clocking in at the marketplace instead of his field was simple:

    "How the hell am I supposed to focus like this?"

    He pulled up the description of the music sheet again.

    [ Sheet Music: Work Song ]
 ▶ Farming stamina consumption is reduced by 30%, and stamina recovery speed increases.
 ▶ Farming efficiency increases, cutting total time by 20%.
 ▶ You won’t tire easily, and mental stress decreases.
 ▶ The chance of extreme weather like heatwaves or storms drops.
 ▶ Singing the work song repeatedly strengthens its effects.
 ▶ Buff lasts for 24 hours.

    "Seriously… who the hell made this thing?"

    Even after reading it several times, he couldn’t help but gape.

    Stamina reduction and time efficiency alone were a dream come true for farmers.

    If you were to compare it to combat, it’d be like reduced mana costs and skill cooldowns.

    While others were swinging once, you’d be swinging twice — how could that not be OP?

    "But the best part… is the weather control."

    That was the most absurd thing — being able to control the weather.

    Wonderland had gone all in on realism, even simulating heat waves and torrential rains. Anyone who played a farmer knew the pain.

    Watching your carefully grown crops wither away helplessly in a freak storm? That was heartbreak.

    "All I ever did was pray my crops wouldn’t die after planting them."

    Hwaseong Watermelon Farm had made it to the 8th rank in farming, and it had been anything but easy.

    So the sudden appearance of this miraculous "Work Song" sheet was like fate smiling down on him.

    "No matter what… I have to buy this."

    Even if it cost dozens or hundreds of gold, he had to make it his.

    There was a usage limit, sure — but if he shared it at a party with guild members, it’d still be worth it.

    There was just one problem…

    "...Can I even afford it?"

    He glanced nervously at the real-time auction board.

    Ding!
 [ Hot Item Today ]
 [ Sheet Music: Work Song – Current bid: 431G (Bidder: LimeBasil) ]
 [ Sheet Music: Work Song – Current bid: 432G (Bidder: MultiGummy) ]
 [ Sheet Music: Work Song – Current bid: 435G (Bidder: MegaProFarmer) ]

    The price of the "Work Song" kept rising. Every minute, like clockwork.

    He remembered seeing it at 70 gold when it first showed up… That growth was insane.

    "Who the hell’s driving the price up like this?"

    He looked around the auction house.

    Tons of players were gathered, chatting while staring at the listings.

    Most were decked out in rare gear — clearly veterans, and judging by the mood, most were eyeing the “Work Song.”

    “Dude, it’s still going up!”
 “This is crazy. How high is it gonna go?”
 “At this rate, it’s gonna match that music sheet Song Ha-yul put up.”
 “No life skill music sheet’s ever been this expensive, right?”

    Not everyone in the room was bidding, obviously.

    A good chunk of them were probably just curious vets checking out the “Hot Item.”

    But for Hwaseong, they all looked like enemies.

    "Don't tell me those Blue Farm bastards are bidding too..."

    His eyes narrowed.

    If he wanted it this badly, there was no way their rival farming guild hadn’t caught wind of it.

    "Anyone else can take it, but not them."

    If Blue Farm snagged it and bumped him down the ranks? That’d be a disaster.

    He could not let them get it.

    "I’ve only got 600 gold..."

    And that was the real issue.

    His max bid limit was 600G.

    He’d emptied his wallet, handing out starter funds to new guild members recently.

    "Why’d I have to recruit people now of all times..."

    If it weren’t for that, he’d have at least 3,000G to throw around.

    While he was hesitating, the price kept ticking upward.

    
      Ding!
    

    "Maybe I should borrow from my sub-leaders..."

    He hated asking for help. He always tried to handle things himself.

    But this time… he couldn’t.

    He opened the sub-leaders’ group chat and sent a message.

    
      [HwaseongWatermelonFarm]: Please lend me some gold. I swear I’ll pay you back ASAP.
    

    
      [CuteRiceBug]: Wait, why are you asking for gold all of a sudden??
    

    
      [BarleyBarleyBlackBarley]: You running short on newbie support funds? I can send 10G or so lol.
    

    "TEN gold? What am I supposed to do with ten?!"

    Hwaseong’s eyes twitched.

    
      [HwaseongWatermelonFarm]: You guys didn’t see the music sheet on the market?! We NEED to buy it. If we don’t, Blue Farm’s gonna snatch it and crush us.
    

    
      [CuteRiceBug]: I mean, yeah, we saw it… But you know we farmers are broke lol.
    

    
      [HwaseongWatermelonFarm]: BROKE? You people are farming 
      
        thousands of acres
      
      !!
    

    
      [CuteRiceBug]: lol bought more carrot land yesterday, of course I’m broke 
    

    
      [BarleyBarleyBlackBarley]: Blew my last gold upgrading my scythe 
    

    "Ughhh, I’m gonna lose it!"

    Hwaseong let out a frustrated groan.

    He’d poured so much gold into these guys, and now they were backing out like this?

    "They KNOW this would help them too, dammit."

    What pissed him off most was that they all knew how good the buff was — but they were just quietly stepping back, clearly thinking he’d buy it anyway.

    In a near panic, he sent another message:

    [HwaseongWatermelonFarm]: Please. Just send whatever you have. This is the first time I’m asking you guys for something like this.
 [CuteRiceBug]: Damn, you really need it huh… okay. I’ll empty my wallet and send it over.
 [BarleyBarleyBlackBarley]: Ugh, I’m literally harvesting with a +1 scythe, but fine 

    A notification popped up in his ear.

    
      Ding!
    

    [You’ve got mail.]
 [CuteRiceBug has sent you 100 G.]
 [BarleyBarleyBlackBarley has sent you 20 G.]

    "Yes!!"

    His eyes lit up.

    Though… just 20G? Was that a joke or a challenge?

    "Doesn’t matter. 700G should be enough."

    Sure, it wasn’t enough to buy a legendary item — but this was different.

    This was about buying hope — and a buff sheet worth 700 real dollars.

    "Stay calm. I can do this."

    Hwaseong narrowed his eyes like a predator.

    He waited patiently, then—bam! —struck.

    Ding!
 [ Sheet Music: Work Song – Current bid: 480G (Bidder: HwaseongWatermelonFarm) ]

    He’d just bumped the bid by 50 gold — a huge leap.

    "Let’s see someone top that!"

    Ding!
 [ Sheet Music: Work Song – Current bid: 481G (Bidder: kingslon) ]

    "Really? A 1G snipe?! Fine, try THIS."

    Ding!
 [ Sheet Music: Work Song – Current bid: 550G (Bidder: HwaseongWatermelonFarm) ]

    He wasn’t playing games anymore.

    He went big again, raising the bid by 70 gold in one shot.

    Gasps echoed around him.

    “Whoa! Did he just raise it to 550 gold all at once?”

    “Damn, this guy must know how to play the auction game. Bumping it up like that makes it hard for others to follow.”

    “He’s probably loaded or something. Look at him raise it without blinking.”

    The veteran players hanging around the marketplace muttered among themselves, commenting on Hwaseong’s bid.

    He wasn’t exactly thrilled by those remarks—being called rich or some kind of auction expert, especially since he only had 170 gold left to his name.

    ‘Still, looks like things are calming down a bit?’

    Thanks to that bold move, the bid price on the board remained steady.

    Even after a minute… five minutes…

    Ten whole minutes passed, and the price still held at 550 gold.

    ‘Please just end like this!’

    There was only one hour left until the auction closed.

    If the price didn’t move till then, Hwaseong might really walk away with that music sheet.

    Just as he was letting himself hope—

    
      Ding!
    

    
      [
  
    Chapter 43: Music Genius in Virtual Reality
  
  
    

    
      
        Music Genius in Virtual Reality Episode 43
      
    

    Ned Hamilton.

    He was one of the top merchants in all of Wonderland—known for his “Merchant’s Eye,” a unique ability to instantly assess the true value of any item.

    Back in his prime, he’d crossed all four continents and even served as the Kingdom’s head auctioneer. His business skills were unmatched, and being called one of the top ten merchants across the continents wasn’t just for show.

    “No merchant sees through value like Ned does.”
 “When he stepped down from his position in the kingdom, it was like Lona had lost one of its greatest treasures.”

    Everyone respected him. A true legend in the business world.
 So why had he come to Lutetia?

    Simple—he just wanted to spend the rest of his days in the town where he was born and raised.

    What’s the point of hoarding wealth or chasing fame if you can’t go home in the end?
 Just like how salmon swim upstream to where they were born, happiness lies in returning to your roots.

    Kinda like Olsen, the instructor from the village of Hemona.

    
      “Thankfully… it seems there’s still something I can do in this city.”
    

    That was Ned’s first thought when he arrived in Lutetia.

    Back then, the city wasn’t nearly as bustling as it is now. The marketplace was barely functioning—just a signboard with nothing behind it.
 So, he naturally stepped into the role of trade center manager, rolled up his sleeves, and started rebuilding everything from the ground up.

    
      “You’ve got a knack for managing trades. Want to work with me?”
    

    That’s how he met Rachel, a junior manager at the time.

    With all his experience, Ned transformed the entire trading system—brick by brick—until it became what it is today: the Lutetia Brokerage Center.

    Over the years, Ned met all kinds of people—hundreds, maybe thousands.

    He’d come across countless "Outsiders," and even watched some of them rise up to become high-ranked players—“Rankers,” as they were called.

    He appraised items he’d never seen before, held legendary artifacts in his hands…

    But none of that compares to this.

    “…”

    His eyes settled on the sheet music listed on the trading board under Today’s Hot Item.

    
      ‘I had a feeling he was different the moment I first met him.’
    

    That silver hair shimmering under moonlight, the noble aura around him…

    Sure, his outfit was plain, like a beginner adventurer, but everything else about him felt different.

    
      ‘Is this guy really a beginner?’
    

    Ned had even second-guessed himself when he couldn’t appraise the value of the sheet music immediately. That had never happened before.

    Even with his prized “Merchant’s Eye,” the one skill that made him a top-tier trader, he couldn’t get a read on it.

    He’d guessed it was worth at least 500 gold… but even that felt like an understatement.

    “Didn’t I tell you last time? This score is basically… priceless.”

    “…”

    “I’ve never seen anything like this in all my years at the Lutetia Exchange.”

    And Ned wasn’t exaggerating.

    “Even the so-called Ranker farmers among the Outsiders jumped in on the bidding.”

    As a top-level manager, he had access to the bidder list. He checked every single name.

    There were even Rankers like the owner of “Mars Watermelon Farm” involved—people who’d somehow turned farming into a high-level career.

    “To be honest, even the higher-ups contacted me. They’re all wondering who you really are.”

    Even the nobles had been reaching out, asking who created the sheet music—and offering huge sums of gold just to get introduced.

    But thanks to the “Merchant’s Oath,” he couldn’t reveal anything.

    
      ‘There’s more value in the person than a few extra gold coins.’
    

    That’s why he only took a 3% commission from Yoo Hyun—it wasn’t just kindness, it was respect.

    And the results spoke for themselves.

    Yoo Hyun made a profit of 5820 gold from one transaction, after the fee.
 That was the highest sale in Lutetia’s history.

    “As I mentioned, the rest of the gold has been sent to your mailbox. Did you get a chance to check?”

    “I’ll check it now.”

    Yoo Hyun’s hands were almost shaking as he opened his mailbox.

    Sure enough, there it was—5820 gold, just like Ned had said.

    
      ‘How the hell am I supposed to describe this feeling?’
    

    They say you get weirdly calm when something unbelievable happens to you.

    He just made 58.2 million won in a single trade… and his brain felt cold.
 Not excited, not sad—just... numb.

    Ned looked at Yoo Hyun’s expression and casually asked:

    “Do you plan on selling more of these in the future?”

    “Selling, huh…”

    Yoo Hyun rested his chin in his hand, thinking.

    The duplication skill had a 7-day cooldown, and only 5 copies could be made in total.

    “It’s doable, but I won’t be able to sell them regularly. There’s a limit to how many I can copy.”

    “Makes sense. I imagine composing a piece takes a lot of time and effort.”

    “And if I take too long between deliveries, the price will drop, right?”

    “Hmm…”

    Ned narrowed his eyes.

    “Honestly, I think the value will drop over time either way.”

    “Even if I deliver on time?”

    “Yeah. The hype’s driving prices up right now, but once it becomes more common, it’ll lose that novelty.”

    But Ned quickly clarified, as if not wanting to be misunderstood.

    “That said, a stable market price will eventually form. It’s still a fantastic piece—no question about that. Even if the rarity goes down, the effect is real.”

    “Judging by the performance alone, I’d say it’s worth about 200 gold per copy. There’s never been a life-skill sheet worth that much.”

    “200 gold, huh…”

    “Not satisfied with that?”

    “No, it’s great. I’m happy.”

    Yoo Hyun smiled gently.

    
      ‘It’s not like I made this to make money anyway.’
    

    200 gold might sound modest, but four copies a week would still bring in 800 gold—nearly 8 million won.

    Who wouldn’t be happy with that?

    And then a thought crossed Yoo Hyun’s mind.

    “What if I brought in a different type of sheet music—something besides work songs?”

    “W-Wait, you mean… there’s more?!”

    Ned’s eyes widened and twitched.

    “Well, not yet. But I’m thinking about making one.”

    “Of course! If there’s demand, anything can be sold!”

    “Great. I’ll try making another one then.”

    Yoo Hyun smiled again.

    
      ‘Why wait for the cooldown when I can just write something new?’
    

    If he couldn’t copy it, he could just create it.

    “I’ll be waiting, Yoo Hyun.”

    “I’ll come back soon.”

    He said it with confidence.

    As soon as Yoo Hyun left the trading center, he checked his mailbox to receive the rest of the auction money.

    Ding!
 [Auction proceeds from ‘Sheet Music: Work Song’ have been deposited into your inventory.]
 [Auction proceeds from ‘Sheet Music: Work Song’ have been deposited into your inventory.]
 …

    [Total gold: 5943G]

    Once he’d collected everything and checked his inventory—

    Ding!
 [Achievement unlocked!]
 [Earned 5000G while still at beginner level.]
 [A stunning achievement!]
 [Title earned: “Tycoon of the Starter Village.”]
 [Description: You’ve made over 5000G as a beginner. You’ve got the makings of a great merchant!]
 [Stat Bonus: +3 to all stats except Divine Power and Charisma.]

    One notification after another popped up in front of his eyes.

    Yoo Hyun stared at the messages, eyes narrowing.

    
      ‘No matter how many times I see it, I still can’t believe it.’
    

    He had a total of 5943 gold now, counting the money he’d saved.

    That was almost 59 million won—after currency exchange fees, it’d be around 57 million.

    
      ‘Didn’t Sang-chul say it took him three months just to earn 50 gold?’
    

    That was the norm. For most players, earning even 50 gold took months of grinding.

    Sure, it varied by level, but earning over 100 gold in one go was still crazy impressive.

    Even legendary-grade equipment back in the early days only sold for about 1500 gold.

    
      ‘And I just made four times that with a damn work song.’
    

    
      Earning that much cash in one shot felt… surreal.
 It was like my entire sense of money just broke.
    

    
      The only other time I made this kind of money was when I won the Queen Elisabeth competition prize, wasn’t it…?
    

    
      It felt like dreaming—giddy and dazed all at once.
    

    
      
        Step one: cash out.
      
    

    
      I decided to convert 5,000 gold straight into real money.
 I’d keep the remaining 943 gold in‑game—more than enough for playing—while the rest covered living costs.
    

    
      With this much, I could actually buy my own capsule rig.
    

    
      Even after picking up a brand‑new capsule machine, I’d still have about 20 million won left over.
 With that buffer, I wouldn’t have to dip into my security deposit for rent ever again.
    

    
      Capsule‑café time isn’t cheap:
 50 hours cost a cool million won.
 Even if I dropped 30 million on prepaid hours, that’s only 1,500 hours—barely two months of heavy play.
 Owning the rig just makes more sense.
    

    
      Ned said the Work Song would net roughly 200 gold a week.
 That’s eight million won every single week—around 40 million a month.
 Even if the price slides a little, a capsule machine is more than doable.
    

    
      Stop hesitating—just buy it.
    

    
      So that’s the plan. And the leftover 20 mil? Easy.
    

    
      Time to finally splurge on those virtual instruments I’ve been drooling over.
    

    
      No more pinching pennies—every VST, every plugin I need.
 Because for me, those are as important as Wonderland itself.
 They’re the tools to chase my dream as a composer.
    

    
      With this, I can devote myself to writing music in comfort.
    

    
      Making a living as a composer in the real world is tough.
 But if Wonderland keeps paying the bills, everything changes.
 I can chase the dream AND keep the lights on.
    

    
      All the more reason to grind harder in‑game.
    

    
      I checked my remaining XP.
    

    
      Four levels to hit 20… and I promised Ned a new score.
    

    
      The hidden quest from Gaesin needs me at 20.
 I could probably crank out those four levels while composing.
    

    
      Plus, I’ve been curious:
 How much do buffs differ by sheet tier?
 Does the copy cooldown change?
 Can I raise the copy limit?
    

    
      Guess it’s time to wander town for inspiration again.
    

    
      I was scanning the plaza when—
    

    
      “Excuse me, can I ask you something?”
    

    
      A woman’s voice—
 Her name popped overhead:
    

    
      
        [NPC: Helen the Weaver]
      
    

    
      Yup. An NPC.
    

    
      “Sure. What’s up?”
    

    
      “Are you the musician who wrote that Work Song for the farmers?”
    

    
      “If you mean the one for the Lutetia farmers, yeah, that’s me.”
    

    
      “Oh, thank goodness!”
    

    
      Helen fidgeted a bit, then spoke up.
    

    
      “I have a favor to ask.”
    

    
      “A favor?”
    

    
      “Could you compose a Work Song for us weavers?”
    

    
      
        Ding!
      
    

    
      
        [New Quest Created]

      
       Side Quest: Compose a Work Song for the Weavers
    

    
      “A Work Song for weavers, huh…”
    

    
      I murmured, staring at the quest window.
    

    
      Perfect timing.
    

    
      I’d just been wondering what piece to tackle next.
    

    
      “Sure. I’ll write one.”
    

    
      I flashed her a grin.
    

    
      Time to make some new music.
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    Two days had passed.

    As always, Lutetia’s plaza was crowded with beginner adventurers.

    Looking for party members for the level 20 dungeon! We’ve got a tank and a DPS, just need a healer, and we’re good to go!

    “Will add you as a friend for 4 gold! DM me!”

    Players were calling out to form parties, or offering to friend others for a fee…

    It was the same old familiar, somewhat chaotic plaza vibe.

    “Kkoa~ Kkoa~”
 “Kkoa~ Kkoa~”

    Except for one thing.

    A strange song was echoing from somewhere in the distance.

    “Wraaap~ Wraaap~”
 “Wraaap~ Wraaap~”

    Wrap what? Twist what?

    Curious, players started glancing around to find the source of the sound.

    “Heat it up and hammer down! Hup!”
 “Heat it up and hammer down! Hup!”

    This time, it was a group of burly voices.

    The singing was coming from one of Lutetia’s side alleys—specifically from the Artisans’ Guild, where the crafting NPCs gathered.

    It was a scene that players weren’t used to seeing, and it left many of them confused.

    “Uh, is it just me hearing this?”

    “Hearing what?”

    “Some weird song playing down that alley. Even when I mute the game in settings, I can still hear it. It’s kinda freaking me out.”

    “Oh, that? That’s just the NPCs singing.”

    “...Wait, what?”

    One of the players narrowed their eyes.

    NPCs… singing? Why?

    “Why would NPCs be singing, though?”

    “Beats me. They’ve been doing that since a couple of days ago.”

    “Is there some kind of event going on?”

    “I went to check but… nope, no event or anything.”

    “Okay… what even is this?”

    NPCs were supposed to exist to give quests and rewards. Even if they were well-designed and lifelike, they were still just game mechanics.

    So, for them to suddenly burst into song—it was weird. But it was happening.

    “It’s strange, but honestly? Kinda catchy.”

    “I’ve already memorized all the lyrics.”

    Some players were even praising the music.

    Simple melody, repetitive lyrics that stuck in your head… Honestly, it could easily be called the most addictive hook song of 2033.

    “Kkoa~ Kkoa~”
 “Wraaap~ Wraaap~”

    While the players were humming along with the NPCs…

    “Humm-humm~”

    Deep in a lush forest, a silver-haired man sat atop a large tree branch, humming to himself.

    He had a handmade recorder hanging from his belt and carried an air of nobility, completely different from the sweaty carpenters laboring below.

    It was none other than Yoo Hyun.

    “Add a little harmony here…”

    His fountain pen danced across the staff paper as he wrote new notes.

    Despite the sweat on his forehead, he didn’t seem tired at all. In fact, he looked like he was thoroughly enjoying the process.

    “…Done.”

    With a satisfied murmur, Yoo Hyun set down his pen.

    Right on cue, a familiar system message popped up before his eyes.

    Ding!
 You’ve successfully completed a musical score. 
 This score was made without using any skills. 
 [ The system will now evaluate the grade of this score… ]

    Yoo Hyun narrowed his eyes at the message.

    He had intentionally composed this song at a moderate level, just to gauge how the grading system worked.

    Ding!
 [ Passive effect of Mythic Skill “Magical Score Composition” activated. ]
 [ A special enchantment has been added to the score. ]
 [ All effects are increased by 30%. ]
 [ Score usage limit increased from 25 to 125 uses. ]

    ‘It’s probably a C-rank.’

    As he guessed—

    Ding!
 [ Score Grade: C ]
 Would you like to name this score? 

    He got exactly what he expected.

    After making several scores, Yoo Hyun had gotten a decent feel for the grading thresholds.

    “Let’s call this one… The Twelfth Work Song.”

    He smiled as he gave the new score a name.

    ‘I’ve come this far already, huh?’

    In just the last couple of days, he’d created multiple scores to complete various quests—this one marked his twelfth.

    “Time to make some copies…”

    After duplicating the sheet, Yoo Hyun walked over to the waiting carpenter.

    “Here you go. The song you asked for.”

    “Oh! Already?”

    The carpenter looked stunned. It had only been about two hours since he asked for it.

    ‘Did he just scribble something random?’

    Honestly, that wouldn’t have been surprising. Two hours wasn’t enough time to make something decent.

    But the moment he checked the sheet, his eyes widened.

    [ Score: The Twelfth Work Song ]
 Composer: Yoo Hyun
 Grade: C
 Buff: The Joy of Logging
 ▶ 20% chance of getting 1 extra log during logging
 ▶ 10% chance of triggering a Lucky Strike (up to 4x loot)
 ▶ Logging time reduced by 10%
 ▶ Reduced fatigue and mental stress
 ▶ Buff strengthens with repeated singing
 ▶ Buff lasts 6 hours

    “Wh-Whoa… What is this…?!”

    The carpenter’s hands trembled as he held the sheet.

    ‘So… what the farmers said wasn’t an exaggeration.’

    He had never once been “blessed” in all his years as a carpenter.

    He wasn’t a warrior going off to battle—just a simple craftsman. No one ever thought to give him a blessing.

    ‘If this buff is for real, I could double production easily.’

    Honestly, he hadn’t expected much. He half-assumed the rumors were just exaggerated hype.

    But now, looking at this magical score… it was like being handed a priceless treasure.

    “Thank you—…”

    He turned to express his gratitude, but—

    “…Huh?”

    He blinked, looking around in confusion.

    “Where did he go…?”

    The silver-haired man was already long gone.

    
      * * *
    

    “Alright, I hit my goal.”

    Yoo Hyun’s voice was full of satisfaction.

    “Let’s do a quick review.”

    He opened his inventory, which he hadn’t checked in a while.

    Ding!
 [ Inventory – Yoo Hyun ]
 [ Current Items: ]

    Aside from a couple of epic items, his inventory was packed with nothing but music sheets.

    Look here—scores. Look there—more scores.

    Stacks of yellow parchment filled his bag to the brim.

    All thanks to duplicating the finished scores with his skill.

    “Dang, I really made a ton of these.”

    He grinned, staring at his inventory.

    It felt surreal that all of those scores were his own creation.

    ‘I used up all my parchment and even bought 100 more.’

    Originally, he bought 100 sheets—but ran out, and bought another 100.

    Meaning he used 200 sheets just for composing work songs.

    Well, technically 195.

    ‘I still didn’t manage to get another A-rank, though.’

    He’d created twelve different work songs for NPCs.

    Out of those, only one was A-rank, three were B, and eight were C.

    ‘The one I gave to the farmers was the A-rank. So the rest were all B and C.’

    Kind of disappointing, honestly.

    Despite what he told Ned, everything else turned out average.

    ‘Then again, if I had made only A-ranks, the market would’ve gone wild.’

    He did sound overly confident when talking to Ned, like he’d be handing out A-ranks left and right.

    “…Still, I learned a lot.”

    Even if the results weren’t perfect, the experience was more than worth it.

    
      ‘So the number of times you can copy a score changes based on its grade, huh?’
    

    The first thing he figured out was how many times each grade of sheet music could be copied.

    Even though the cooldown for copying was the same—once per week—
 An A-grade could be copied 5 times,
 B-grade 10 times,
 C-grade 20 times.

    D-grade hadn’t shown up yet, but he assumed it would allow 40 copies—
 Since the pattern increased by multiples of two.

    
      ‘And the number of times the sheet music can be used changes with the grade, too.’
    

    The second discovery was how many times the music could actually be used.

    A-grade scores could be played 500 times.
 B-grade? 250 times.
 C-grade? 125.

    Again, a clean pattern—each step down halved the usage limit.

    
      ‘I think “Ant Marching Song” was a C-grade with 100 uses, right?’
    

    The score he had was a C grade, but it could be used 25 more times than the standard ones.

    He didn’t fully understand why, but it probably had something to do with the effects of his Legendary Score Creation skill.

    
      ‘And the last thing is...’
    

    The third thing he figured out was about Fame.

    Yoo Hyun opened his interface to check how much Fame he’d earned so far.

    Ding!
 [Fame Points: 458]

    
      ‘So every time someone plays one of my scores, I gain 1 Fame point.’
    

    Whenever someone used his sheet music, his Fame went up by 1.
 If a party used it, they’d gain a point for each person.

    So the more people who used his scores, the faster his Fame grew.

    
      “They said your stats go up the higher your Fame is, right?”
    

    Fame gave you a bunch of perks, but the best one by far was that it raised your stats.

    
      “Was it… all stats go up by 1 for every 500 Fame points?”
    

    Yup. Every time you hit 500, all your stats—including rare ones like Divine Power and Charisma—would go up by one.

    Those two couldn’t even be raised by leveling, so this was a huge deal.

    
      “Most players just give up on it, though.”
    

    People generally didn’t bother with raising Fame.

    Unless you had a specialty job like a merchant or alchemist, getting Fame was basically impossible.

    But even if those special classes did get stat boosts from it, no one was jealous—
 It’s not like they fought monsters anyway.

    
      ‘But I’m not like the others.’
    

    A balance patch made to support special classes…
 Ironically ended up being perfect for Yoo Hyun.

    After all, he was a Bard who could actually fight—
 A class called Guide of the Melody.

    
      “Actually, what I’m most curious about… is my skill effect.”
    

    What he really wanted to know was this:
 There was a rumor that if you raised your Fame high enough, it would unlock hidden effects of legendary skills.

    He didn’t know the exact amount he needed, though.

    So for now, all he could do was wait and see.

    
      “Well, I’ll find out eventually.”
    

    Lost in thought, he looked up and realized he’d already arrived at the Lutetia Brokerage House.

    When he opened the door, he saw it was packed with users making trades.

    “Customer 127, please proceed to Window A.”
 “Customer 129, now serving at Window B…”

    Everyone was holding tickets and waiting for their turn.

    Everyone… except Yoo Hyun.

    He walked right past the crowd without hesitation—
 Heading straight to the VIP room where Ned, the senior manager, worked.

    
      “Oh! You’re already here, Mr. Yoo Hyun.”
    

    Ned greeted him warmly.

    
      “I did say I’d come by sometime soon.”
    

    
      “Haha…”
    

    Ned’s eyes squinted into crescent moons.

    ‘Soon,’ he said—but it had only been two days.

    
      ‘What crazy thing is he going to surprise me with 
      
        this
      
       time?’
    

    Did he actually manage to make more sheet music in just two days?

    And if it’s anything like last time… is he about to drop another absurd item on me?

    Ned looked at him with rising anticipation.

    
      “Unfortunately… I didn’t manage to make any A-grade scores.”
    

    
      “Ahh…”
    

    Ned looked visibly deflated and was about to sigh—

    
      “But, I 
      
        did
      
       make a bunch. Here, take a look.”
    

    
      Ding!
    

    [Would you like to give Ned's Second Work Song (x10)?]
 [Would you like to give Ned ‘Third Work Song (x20)?]
 [Would you like to give Ned's Fourth Work Song (x20)?]
 [Would you like to…]
 .
 .
 .

    An avalanche of sheet music bundles started pouring out.

    Ned scrambled to grab them all in a hurry, completely stunned.

    
      “Th-this is…! H-how many did you bring?!”
    

    
      “195.”
    

    
      “….”
    

    Ned just stood there, dumbfounded.

    
      “One… hundred… ninety-five?”
    

    
      “I’d like to register them all for trade.”
    

    
      “….”
    

    
      “Is that too much at once?”
    

    
      “Too much? Not at all! Leave everything to me!”
    

    Ned looked at Yoo Hyun like he couldn’t believe his eyes.

    There weren’t any A-grades, sure—but there were quite a few B-grades, and the rest were all C-grades.

    Considering even “Ant Marching Song” had sold well, every single one of these had serious market value.

    
      ‘He made 195 in just two days…?’
    

    What shocked Ned wasn’t even the grades—it was just the sheer volume.

    
      “This might take a little while, just because of the amount.”
    

    
      “Perfect, actually. I won’t be making any new ones for a while.”
    

    
      “Wait—really? Why not?”
    

    Ned asked carefully, clutching the pile of sheet music in his arms.

    
      “There’s somewhere I need to go.”
    

    
      “If I may ask… where?”
    

    
      “I’m thinking of getting my violin repaired.”
    

    
      “Your… violin?”
    

    Ned looked completely lost.

    
      “It’s just as important to me as making these scores.”
    

    Yoo Hyun had hit Level 20 after crafting so many sheets.

    Now, at last, he could clear the hidden quest he’d gotten from Ghesin.

    He smiled softly.

    
      “I’ll leave the rest to you.”
    

    He handed over his 12 different songs, each one a potential market disruptor.

    
      “Y-you can count on me, sir!”
    

    Ned answered with pride, arms full of musical chaos.

    
      * * *
    

    Meanwhile, somewhere on the continent of Chaldea—
 Inside a remote mountain mine…

    A place known as both an NPC graveyard and a slave camp.

    
      “Get up!”
    

    A man’s angry voice echoed through the mine.

    
      “P-please… I can’t go on anymore…”
    

    An old NPC collapsed to the floor, begging the overseer with tearful eyes.

    But the overseer’s face was twisted in contempt as he gripped his whip.

    
      Crack!
    

    
      “Kuhk! J-just kill me already!”
    

    The old man screamed as he was struck down.

    He figured if he screamed like that, they wouldn’t actually kill him.

    Unfortunately…

    
      “That's what you want?”
    

    
      Slice!
    

    The overseer drew his sword and slashed the NPC’s throat in one clean motion.

    
      “Then I’ll grant your wish.”
    

    It happened so fast, the old man couldn’t even scream.

    
      “Anyone else want to die? No? Then get back to work.”
    

    The surviving NPCs, faces hollow with fear, slowly shuffled back to their tasks.

    
      “Useless trash. NPCs should just do what they’re told.”
    

    The overseer sneered.

    Just then, one of his men approached and whispered to him.

    
      “Mr. Bartran. Orders from the Master.”
    

    
      “…The Master gave me personal orders?”
    

    
      “Yes, sir. He said you’re to head to the Gald Mountains.”
    

    
      “Alright then. I’ll go.”
    

    He tightened his grip on the whip.

    
      ‘So… It’s finally time to move forward with what he mentioned last time.’
    

    
      Bartran the Dark Gamer.
    

    
      ‘The Gald Mountains… near Lutetia, right?’
    

    His cold eyes turned toward Lutetia City.
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    There were tons of ways to enjoy Wonderland.

    Fighting monsters, hunting field bosses, giant raid battles—you name it. Combat alone had countless variations.

    Then there was fishing, trading, gathering, crafting… even hunting animals. The life-simulation content was endless.

    And that wasn’t even the half of it.

    One YouTuber had even spent the last three years building a house and making videos about it.

    Seriously, if you could imagine it, you could probably do it in Wonderland.

    But still…
 If you had to pick the most exciting part of the whole game?

    The one thing everyone agrees is the most fun?

    That’d be…

    - “Dungeons. Duh. Nothing beats a good dungeon raid.”
 └ “Facts.”
 └ “After playing dungeons here, other games feel boring.”
 └ “So true lol.”

    - “You get crazy XP, amazing loot, and there’s even time attack mode. What more could you want?”
 └ “Yeah, and those rare items that sometimes drop? Super worth.”
 └└ “Exactly. I spent ten hours solo grinding and found nothing. One dungeon run and boom—got it.”
 └ “Shut up, lucky guy.”
 └ “I don’t care about anything else. Solo grinding takes forever.”
 └└ “Yup, dungeons boost your EXP by at least 50% per run.”

    Dungeon raids weren’t just fun—they were profitable.

    Depending on your level, clearing one could earn you at least 50% of your XP bar.

    And better yet, rare items—gear that never dropped in normal grinding areas—would sometimes appear. The kind of stuff that sold for 50 to 100 gold at auction.

    Best part?

    - “Biggest perk is if you go with an experienced party, the whole thing takes barely any time.”
 └ “Yup, a 40-level orc dungeon? Done in 3–4 hours, easy.”
 └ “Experienced parties are smooth as hell.”
 └ “Ugh, I got teamed with a bunch of noobs in auto-match and it took 6 hours.”
 └ “Even newbies clear that in 5, lmao.”
 └└ “They botched every mechanic, pulled aggro… it was a disaster.”

    If you knew what you were doing and had a good group, you could score massive EXP and rewards fast.

    No wonder everyone loved dungeon raids.

    - “Man, I wish they’d remove the daily dungeon cap.”
 └ “Only 2 runs a day? Come on. Let me grind 100 times at least.”
 └ “You grind 100 runs a day and the game economy's dead lol.”
 └ “Whatever. I never get rare drops anyway, so it’s fine.”
 └└ “Aw, poor dude…”

    Still, there was a catch:
 You could only enter twice a day, and there were level restrictions.

    Which meant players got picky. Really picky.

    “Recruiting for a clean run in Trent Dungeon~ Looking for DPS or mage!”
 “Elder Goblin trial party here! Just need a tank and we’re good to go!”

    To get the best out of those two daily runs, you had to cherry-pick your party.

    Players were sorted into different groups based on experience: Trial, Clean, Semi-Experienced, and Hardcore.

    It mattered. A lot.

    A trial group could take 5–6 hours to clear a dungeon.
 A hardcore group? Barely 3–4 hours.
 Same dungeon, wildly different result.

    Trent's hardcore party recruiting. Healers can be newbies, but if the support messes up, you’re getting name-dropped in the forums.

    So yeah. Choosing your party wasn’t something you did lightly.

    Tank, DPS, and healer balance had to be perfect, and you had to make sure they knew what they were doing.

    Sound like overkill? Maybe.
 But when a dungeon could take one hour or half a day, depending on your team… it made sense.

    In the middle of all that...

    “Everyone ready?”

    A man looked at his party and spoke calmly.

    Lean, fit, with sharp black hair and a cocky grin—
 It was none other than Lee Won, from the HeoSong Group.

    “Last gear check, guys. And make sure you’ve got your consumables for battle. Double-check everything.”

    They were prepping for a level 20 Trent Dungeon run.

    “If you’re good, raise your hand.”
 “Ugh, hand check? Seriously? We’ve done Trent a million times.”

    A guy grumbled with a bored face.
 A woman healer spoke more gently.

    “Party leader, come on~ This is our alt-party, remember? You don’t have to be this intense.”
 “Just ‘cause you say it’s an alt doesn’t mean I know that. We all met online, didn’t we?”

    “What’s that supposed to mean?”

    The guy’s face twisted in annoyance.
 The healer quickly tried to play mediator.

    “If you put it like that, we don’t know if you’re using an alt either. We just trust each other and go with it, right? Anyone who trolls gets name-and-shamed anyway.”

    “Hmph…”

    Lee Won let out a small sigh.

    “Well, you’re not wrong. Still, no harm in double-checking, right?”

    “…”

    “…”

    Both the healer and the tank narrowed their eyes at him.

    They didn’t say it out loud, but it was obvious:
 They’d both seen some stuff. They weren’t complete newbies.

    And this was just a normal time attack. Did they really need to be this uptight?
 It’s not like he was insulting them, but still...

    
      ‘What kind of sloppy prep is this for a record-breaking run?’
    

    But Lee Won saw things differently.

    
      ‘You want the top record? Then act like it.’
    

    He wasn’t just here to get on the leaderboard—
 He was aiming for first place.

    Not just “good enough,” not even “top 10.”
 He was going for the absolute best. The pro-tier crown.

    
      ‘Still pisses me off just thinking about it.’
    

    Lee Won clenched his jaw.

    He’d trained for months—MMA, every ball sport imaginable—
 He even chose the village of Lutetia just to pull off the perfect performance.

    He wanted to show off his speed and crush the Silver Wolf enemy in style.

    
      ‘But nope. That guy just had to show up.’
    

    Then Yoo Hyun had appeared.

    Stole the spotlight.
 Crushed the Silver Wolf in three hits.
 Made Lee Won’s death look pathetic.

    
      ‘I beat that thing in three hits, too! But no one gave a damn!’
    

    The worst part?

    Even after matching Yoo Hyun’s performance, the company didn’t raise his offer.
 Why?
 Because Yoo Hyun had outshone him.

    
      ‘Whatever. Just chill… relax…’
    

    The company did offer him a decent contract, sure.
 But still… he knew he could’ve gotten more.

    
      ‘At least if I get a top record, they promised me a fat bonus.’
    

    Luckily, he still had chances.
 If he could break a time attack record in a dungeon, the chairman promised a massive reward.

    
      ‘Kinda wish it was in Hard Mode, though…’
    

    There were two difficulty levels: Normal and Hard.

    Normal’s leaderboard changed every week.
 Hard? Forget it. Only a few could even survive.

    The top record in Hard Mode hadn’t been beaten in three years.
 The legend of the ‘Ghost’ still stood undefeated.

    
      ‘Still, being number one in Normal is nothing to sneeze at. That alone puts you in the semi-pro spotlight.’
    

    It wasn’t easy, but it was enough to prove your skill.
 And once he had that, HeoSong Group would have to treat him differently.

    That’s why he built his party out of alts—quietly, without fanfare.

    
      ‘It’s not impossible.’
    

    Lee Won opened his inventory.

    [Flame Furnace Armor – Epic] – Equipped
 → Has a chance to trigger ‘Fire Wall’ around the wearer when hit.

    [Forgotten Druid Helm – Epic] – Equipped
 → Reduces nature damage by 10%, chance to trigger ‘Force of Nature’ for bonus damage.

    [Sword of Madness – Epic] – Equipped
 → Attacks have a chance to increase damage by 1.2x with ‘Madness Power’.

    ...

    Gear with top-tier effects.
 Nature resistance, plus items with a fire-element advantage.

    The perfect loadout to fight Trent-type monsters.

    
      ‘Blew my entire signing bonus on this stuff.’
    

    Yep.
 He spent his entire 30 million won contract advance just on gear.

    He’d eventually outgrow it—
 But that didn’t matter.

    All he cared about was one thing:
 Being number one.
 Making his debut loud and clear.

    “All right… Let’s go claim first place.”

    With a determined look, Lee Won stepped into the Trent Dungeon.

    
      Meanwhile…
    

    “Cobalt dungeon, hard‑core speed‑run party. One slot left! Anyone who joins now, we start right away!”

    Fresh out of the exchange, Yoo Hyun headed straight for Lutetia’s dungeon board.

    Wow… Look at this crowd.
 He glanced around, a little overwhelmed.

    “Trent dungeon trial party looking for one tank and one healer!”
 “Trent clean‑run group recruiting…!”

    Everywhere he looked, someone was shouting for party members.

    One of my ‘100 Adventurer Tasks’ is to clear a dungeon with a party, right?
 Resolving to knock that quest out, Yoo Hyun just walked up to the nearest recruiter and spoke.

    “Hey, you’re running Trent dungeon, right? Mind if I tag along?”

    “What’s your class and experience?” the guy asked at once.

    Experience? Yoo Hyun frowned for half a second. “I’m a Bard.”

    “Ah… yeah, see, that’s a problem.”
 The recruiter’s smile froze. “We’re a trial group, so we really don’t have room for a Bard.”

    Same story at the next group.

    “Bard, huh? Uhh… guys, should we take a Bard? No? Yeah, sorry, man.”

    Awkward silence, again and again.

    
      Guess the forums were right—Bards are bottom‑tier for early parties.
    

    He suddenly remembered the hidden quest from Gessin. Wait, that probably won’t overlap with a normal party quest anyway…
 He opened his quest window.

    Hidden Quest – Bring materials for bow‑restringing
 Grade: A
 Requirement: Path‑of‑Melody class (level 20)

    
      Yup, class‑locked. Probably can’t combine it with a random party run.
    

    Fine. If no one wanted him, he’d just do it solo.

    “Let’s at least check the list,” he muttered, stepping up to the board and tapping Create Instance.

    Available dungeons (5)
 ▸ Normal Trent Dungeon Lv20–25 – requires 4 players
 ▸ Normal Kobold Dungeon Lv20–25 – requires 4 players
 …
 ▸ Hard Elder‑Trent Dungeon Lv20–25 – Requirement: Path‑of‑Melody; may hire 1 mercenary NPC

    “Mercenary?” Yoo Hyun tilted his head.

    Just then, a player who’d overheard strolled over. “Looking for a carry or a hired party? I can help for a fee.”

    “Sorry?”

    “Figured you’re new and need a party for the quest. I can carry for ten gold,” the guy said, giving Yoo Hyun a quick once‑over. Bard, wooden flute at his hip, bastard sword on his back—textbook low‑tier support.

    Yoo Hyun shook his head. “Thanks, but the quest actually says it has to be solo.”

    “Solo?” The player blinked. “You’re running a four‑man dungeon alone? On normal?”

    “Hard mode, actually.”

    “…Excuse me?”

    The poor guy stared. Is this dude nuts?

    “Um, can I ask something instead?” Yoo Hyun said politely. “What exactly is a ‘mercenary NPC’? The entry says I can hire one.”

    “Oh, that.” The stranger scratched his cheek. “You pay the Merc‑Guild, and an NPC joins you. Honestly? Waste of money. They’re weaker than real players and not even cheap.”

    He grinned, seizing the opening. “Tell you what—ditch the NPC and hire me. I’m an Epic‑rank Gryphon Rider. Ten gold, and you get a proper carry and a shot at the loot.”

    “Appreciate the offer, but I’ll give it a shot alone.” Yoo Hyun bowed lightly.

    “…Suit yourself.” The guy shrugged. Your funeral, buddy. But he kept a friendly smile. “Good luck, then. If you change your mind, ten gold.”

    “Thanks.”

    Yoo Hyun turned away, mulling it over. So, mercs are just paid NPCs… but even a weak helper is better than none.

    He glanced at the brooch on his chest—the gold‑rank Emblem of the Faithful, the old village head had given him.

    “Perfect timing.” He unpinned it. “Let’s do this.”

    With that, Yoo Hyun selected Hard Elder‑Trent Dungeon and hit Enter, ready to tackle it—just him and one hired blade—on his own.
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    Yoo Hyun headed straight for the Temple of Lutetia.

    “So this is the temple, huh…”

    His eyes widened as he looked up at it.

    The building was so huge, he had to crane his neck just to see the top.

    “This place is massive.”

    Outside, massive stone statues of the gods stood proudly, and the front doors—etched with golden symbols—sparkled with a rainbow shimmer under the light.

    “Whoa…”

    The moment Yoo Hyun stepped inside, his mouth fell open in awe.

    Giant tapestries hung from every wall. The altar was made of pure silver and gold. The floor was tiled with intricate mosaics, and a chandelier made of crystal hung from above, casting a soft glow that made everything inside look almost otherworldly.

    It was grand. It was sacred. It was… incredible.

    ‘I heard most players come to temples for holy water, right?’

    In Wonderland, the main reason players came to temples was to get holy water or receive blessings. You’d use holy water to stop your gear from breaking, or get buffed by a priest before a big fight. It was one of the most important pre-battle routines.

    The perks you got also changed based on your badge rank.

    For example, if you had the basic badge, you could only buy up to three holy waters per day. But if you raised your badge level, that limit could go up to ten, and you might even get blessings from a high-ranking priest.

    With a high enough rank, you could even hire knights from the temple as your personal mercenaries.

    And the further you got into the game, the more undead enemies you'd encounter. Holy water, blessings, and holy-aligned allies became essential.

    That’s why grinding temple reputation to raise badge ranks has become totally normal for players.

    And with that came a familiar chorus of frustrated voices echoing through the temple halls:

    “Come on, priest! I’ve got five pieces of gear! What’s the point of three measly holy waters?!”

    “Sir, standard badge holders are only allowed to purchase three per day.”

    “Are you serious? That’s ridiculous!”

    “As I said, the limit is three.”

    “Ugh, this is driving me nuts!”

    Some players were stuck with lower badges and couldn’t get the resources they needed.

    Others came hoping to hire a knight:

    “I’m here to hire a knight.”

    “May I ask what badge rank you hold?”

    “Just the basic one.”

    “I’m sorry, only Silver or higher badge holders can request knight dispatch.”

    “Even if I pay extra?!”

    “I’m afraid money can’t buy that service.”

    “…Wow.”

    Even players with deep pockets couldn’t bypass the badge restrictions.

    And then there were those desperate to level up their badge:

    “Would you like to sing a hymn for the Goddess?”

    “Sure, I’ll give it a shot.”

    “Just repeat after me: Glory to the Goddess on high—”

    “Glory!!”

    Others had to memorize the Lord’s Prayer and temple hymns just to grind reputation points.

    “Holy Goddess in the heavens, may Your name be hallowed. May Your kingdom come…”

    “May Your name be hallowed… may Your kingdom come…”

    It honestly felt less like playing a game and more like attending an actual religious service.

    Raising your badge meant doing temple quests and earning reputation—everyone had to do it. Even the top-ranking player, Ghost, was known to have sung hymns here himself for half a year straight.

    And now… Yoo Hyun had arrived at that very same place.

    Clutching in his hands the golden badge that Ghost had taken half a year to earn.

    ‘Looks like the knights are stationed that way…’

    As he started walking toward the inner section of the temple—

    “Excuse me, may I verify your identification?”

    A middle-ranking priest stopped him.

    “Identification?”

    “Yes, do you happen to have a temple badge?”

    The priest looked Yoo Hyun up and down, thinking to himself:

    ‘Bet he doesn’t even know what that is.’

    To any outsider, Yoo Hyun looked like a total newbie—cheap-looking bastard sword, a recorder hanging at his hip, basic newbie tunic and pants. Sure, he carried himself well, but everything about his gear screamed beginner.

    “Would this work?”

    Yoo Hyun pulled out his badge and showed it.

    “G-Gold?!”

    The priest’s eyes bulged.

    “That’s… a gold badge?!”

    Most of the badges seen around the temple were either Basic or Silver. Silver alone took two months of grinding to earn. Gold badges were something else entirely.

    ‘I don’t think I’ve ever seen a gold one in person…’

    To get a gold badge, you either had to spend half a year doing temple quests or be personally recommended by a village elder.

    And that was even rarer.

    ‘A personal recommendation from a village elder only comes once in a lifetime…’

    If you were recommended by someone who’d devoted their entire life to the Goddess, the badge might say Gold, but the treatment you received was on a whole different level.

    You were considered a true VIP.

    Ding!
 [This badge has been personally recommended by Elder Germano.]

    The moment the priest spotted Germano’s signature—

    “I had no idea I was in the presence of a great one. May I ask what brings you to our temple?”

    The priest’s tone immediately changed, now filled with reverence.

    “If you need holy water, you may receive ten for free. And you’re also entitled to blessings from a high-ranking priest, no charge.”

    The ultimate treatment, reserved only for someone blessed by a top elder.

    Naturally, every nearby player was now staring at Yoo Hyun.

    “What the hell? They only gave me three holy waters!”

    “Didn’t they say knights weren’t available to just anyone? Why’s he getting special treatment?”

    He still looked like a total newbie, but now he was getting free holy water and top-tier blessings?

    “No thanks on the holy water or blessings. I’m actually here for the knight dispatch.”

    “Ah, very well. Please follow me.”

    He was even being personally escorted to the knight division—something average players couldn’t even dream of.

    The players around him began murmuring in disbelief.

    “Wait… isn’t that a gold badge?!”

    “Holy crap! I’ve never seen one in the wild before!”

    “Is he, like, a unique priest class or something? How the heck else would he get that badge?!”

    The reactions were explosive.

    “Right this way, please.”

    “Thanks.”

    For Yoo Hyun, who held a Gold badge, this was all just par for the course.

    “Please come this way.”

    He was led into the inner parts of the temple where the knights were based.

    Some knights were taking off their armor and gear after training, while others were still sparring out in the yard.

    “With a Gold badge, you can request knights up to mid-tier. Is there anyone in particular you’d like to work with?”

    “No, this is my first time here.”

    “Then please look around and choose someone you’d like.”

    The priest continued to explain.

    “Since it’s your first time, I should also mention this—knight dispatch is based solely on your contribution points. Were you aware of that?”

    “Contribution points?”

    “Yes. They measure only how much you’ve given back to the temple. The higher your points, the better the knight you can request. Low points might not even get you a trainee.”

    Yoo Hyun’s eyes narrowed slightly.

    ‘…Contribution points? That’s a thing?’

    This could be bad.

    This was his first visit to the temple. There was no way he’d racked up any real contribution yet. He had planned to just pay his way through.

    But apparently, money wouldn’t cut it here.

    “Actually, you probably don’t need to worry. Receiving the Gold badge comes with a base contribution score.”

    According to the priest, players who completed the gold-level quests would usually end up with around 100–150 points. It varied depending on which quests were completed.

    Yoo Hyun opened his badge info to check.

    “It says I have 500.”

    “Five hundred…”

    The priest muttered to himself, then did a double-take.

    “F-Five hundred?!”

    That was way beyond the normal range.

    Most gold badge holders barely scraped past 150. Yoo Hyun had triple that.

    In other words, he’d done something huge to help the temple.

    “If you don’t mind me asking, what exactly did you do in your previous village?”

    Yoo Hyun smiled faintly.

    “I helped perform a ritual for the Goddess Cecilia.”

    “…!!”

    The priest immediately recognized the story.

    A nearby village had recently held a sacred ceremony to summon the Goddess Cecilia herself.

    ‘No wonder the name Germano sounded familiar…’

    That’s when he remembered. Germano was the elder who had served the Goddess in Hemona village for over fifty years.

    ‘I… I just met someone incredible.’

    The priest’s opinion of Yoo Hyun shifted instantly—from distinguished guest to someone on the same level as the temple’s high priest.

    And with that shift came an even greater level of hospitality.

    ‘I need to help him as much as I can.’

    He continued the explanation:

    “There are two main ways you can use your contribution points.”

    This wasn’t some generic tutorial. This was a personal lesson—just for Yoo Hyun.

    “There’s actually a special Contribution Store just for outsiders like yourself. Would you like to take a look?”

    “Sure, let’s check it out.”

    Yoo Hyun opened up his interface. Scroll, click. After navigating through menus—Settings, Guidebook, Cash Shop—he finally found the tab.

    Ding!
 [Contribution Store]
 [Current Contribution Points: 500]
 [Browse Available Items & Rentals]

    [ 1. Equipment rental from the Order of Holy Knights of Lutetia (1 day) – 100 points ]
 [ 2. Hymn Sheet for the Goddess – 200 points ]
 …
 …

    Eventually, a massive shop opened up in front of him.

    ‘There’s so much stuff I can buy with contribution points?!’

    Hymn sheets, and even holy-element-infused gear for fighting undead.
 It felt more like an auction house than a regular store, and Yoo Hyun’s eyes went wide.

    “You’ve found it, I see. That’s where you can exchange contribution points for sacred items and equipment. There’s even a special elixir that instantly restores your health to full when you drink it. Of course… it’ll cost you a ton of points,”

    The priest continued his explanation.

    “And the second option is sending knights on a dispatch. Nothing beats a holy knight when it comes to fighting undead. They've been getting super popular among the newcomers lately.”

    He sounded downright proud, like he was bragging about the Lutetia Order of Holy Knights.

    “The same goes for the Order here. It takes at least 10 years of training to move from apprentice to intermediate! They’re the best of the best—shaped through a strict and structured training system!”

    He pointed toward the training field with enthusiasm.

    “Let me introduce a few of them. Over there, the one polishing his sword—that’s Apprentice Knight Fern. He joined when he was ten and became famous for taking down a bear.”

    Ding!
 [ Apprentice Knight Fern (Requires 300 contribution points) ]
 [ Talents: Endurance (D), Tenacity (D), Lutetia Swordsmanship (C) ]
 [ Description: A tough and determined apprentice knight. His solid willpower will surely help you survive dangerous situations. ]

    As the priest gestured, a status window popped up in front of Yoo Hyun

    ‘Oh, so it works like this.’

    It felt like picking a character on the selection screen of a fighting game.

    “Next is Apprentice Knight Eddy. Quick on his feet and sharp-eyed. He’s great at navigating and exploring.”

    Ding!
 [ Apprentice Knight Eddy (Requires 300 contribution points) ]
 [ Talents: Agility (C), Sharp Eyes (C), Lutetia Swordsmanship (D) ]

    The introductions went on and on.

    “This next one is Apprentice Knight Fire. Skilled with his hands and sharp-minded…”
 “And over there is Apprentice Knight Norton…”

    Yoo Hyun’s eyes narrowed slightly as he listened.

    ‘Most of them are sitting around C and D ranks.’

    From what he could tell, that was the general range for talent levels.
 But it was hard to say how impressive a D-rank talent even was.

    And considering they each cost 300 contribution points…
 Yoo Hyun was stuck. He didn’t know who to choose.

    And that’s when it happened—

    “Ah, next up.”

    One of the priests walked toward a knight and introduced him loudly.

    “This is Intermediate Knight Perln! The alpha and omega of the Lutetia Order. He’s currently the one most likely to become the next Knight Commander.”

    Ding!
 [ Intermediate Knight Perln (Requires 500 contribution points) ]
 [ Talents: Lutetia Swordsmanship (B), Tenacity (B), Endurance (B), Agility (C) ]

    ‘Whoa.’

    He was clearly stronger than any knight Yoo Hyun had seen so far.
 Everything except his Agility was B-rank.

    But then…

    Ding!
 [ Personality: Arrogance (A), Self-Control (F) ]
 [ Description: Perln has ranked #1 in every year of his 10-year training. A true elite knight. However, his strong personality and stubbornness make him extremely difficult to manage. You'll need serious charisma to handle him. ]

    Despite his top-tier talent, Perln came with a major red flag—
 a really troublesome personality.

    Perln gave Yoo Hyun a confident, almost smug look.

    “My name is Perln. I am the strongest among the intermediate knights of the Order of Lutetia.”

    He literally just claimed he was the best, out loud.

    “Wouldn’t it be a waste to use your precious contribution points on someone weaker? I urge you to take me instead.”
 “…Haha. You’re certainly… strong.”

    Yoo Hyun opened his mouth to respond, then stopped.

    ‘Guys like him are tough to deal with.’

    He could already tell—Perln wasn’t someone whose personality would mesh well with his.

    ‘This isn’t solo play. It’s a party-based mission. And I’m not just fighting weaklings here—these are elite monsters. If we can’t work as a team, it’s game over.’

    Even if someone’s stats were great, it didn’t mean much if they couldn’t work together.

    And Perln’s status window straight-up said he was unmanageable.
 Way too risky.

    “You seem very reliable. Mind if I look around a little more first?”

    “Haha, of course. But once you’ve seen the others, I’m sure you’ll come right back to me.”

    Perln confidently slapped his armor like he knew he was the obvious choice.
 Yoo Hyun gave him a polite smile.

    “And that one over there, sharpening his blade, is Apprentice Knight Cent…”

    The priest continued the introductions after Perln.

    By the time they had walked around the entire training ground, Yoo Hyun had met almost twenty knights.

    ‘Other than Perln, they’re all kind of… the same.’

    Disappointingly, every other knight had the same mid-to-low-tier abilities.

    Yoo Hyun was starting to think he should just take Perln and figure out how to manage his attitude somehow.

    But then—

    “Well, we’re at the last one. That knight over there… hmm. I’m not sure it’s worth explaining. He’s not likely to accept a mission anyway.”

    The priest’s tone shifted.

    “…Wait, what do you mean he wouldn’t accept a mission?”

    “Well… He’s undergoing rehab after suffering some serious trauma. His talent is said to be the best in the entire Order—even better than Perln’s—but…”

    Yoo Hyun’s eyes lit up. Better than Perln?

    “Could you at least introduce him to me?”

    “Of course, the introduction isn’t a problem. Looks like he just finished his training, actually. Let’s go say hello.”

    The priest approached the knight and whispered something to him—probably a heads-up.

    After a moment, he turned back to Yoo Hyun

    “This is Intermediate Knight Serdik.”

    “Ah… Hello. I’m Serdik.”

    Serdik replied quietly, with dark circles under his eyes.

    “Hello, Serdik-nim.”
 “Uh… What brings you to me?”

    His voice sounded like someone who’d lost their way in life.
 Just one sentence was enough to feel how low his spirit was.

    Yoo Hyun’s eyes narrowed again.

    ‘This guy’s supposed to be stronger than Perln?’

    He was still trying to process that when—

    “Serdik here is the youngest of the famous swordsmanship family, House Belvern…”

    “Y-you don’t have to introduce me like that…”

    
      Ding!
    

    The priest’s introduction brought up Serdik’s status window.

    And—

    ‘Huh…?’

    Yoo Hyun blinked at what he saw.

    Ding!
 [ Intermediate Knight Serdik (Requires 100 contribution points) ]
 [ Talents: Swordsmanship Prodigy (S), Belvern Family’s Secret Sword Art (A), Genius Learning Ability (A)… ]

    A flood of insane talents.

    ‘S-rank…?’

    Not only did he have S-rank talent, but every single skill was A-rank or higher.
 He was on a whole other level compared to the rest. Even Perln looked basic next to him.

    But it didn’t stop there—

    Ding!
 [ Personality: Chicken-Hearted (S) – When facing an opponent stronger than himself, falls into extreme fear, reducing his ability by 90%. ]
 [ Description: Though Serdik of House Belvern was born with unmatched talent, his timid personality keeps him from reaching his true potential. A tragic genius. ]

    His personality came with a massive debuff.
 If he got scared, his abilities dropped by ninety percent.

    ‘What kind of personality is that…?’

    Yoo Hyun had just met someone with god-tier talent…
 and a god-awful psychological weakness.

    
      

      

    

  

  
    Chapter 47: Music Genius in Virtual Reality
  
  
    

    
      
        Music Genius in Virtual Reality Episode 47
      
    

    An unprecedented knight with not one but two S-rank traits had just shown up.

    But Yoo Hyun’s expression as he looked at Serdik was... hard to read.

    
      “What’s with this guy’s personality…?”
    

    He was a genius with the sword, inherited the secret techniques of House Belbern, and had the talent to pick up skills instantly.

    If you were going off stats alone, he was undeniably top-tier.

    
      “Even that arrogant Pellman only had a B-rank, after all.”
    

    But the problem wasn’t his stats—it was his personality.

    
      “Pellman has a contribution score of 500. Serdik barely has 100.”
    

    Despite being two levels stronger than Pellman in combat, his contribution score was only a fifth of his.

    That meant his “debuff” was way worse than expected.
 To the point you could argue all his talent was basically going to waste.

    “Even if you take me with you, I doubt I can give you the result you want.”

    
      “…Wow.”
    

    He even said himself not to take him.
 No matter how talented you are, what can you really do with a mindset like that?

    That’s when Yoo Hyun was thinking—

    “Serdik, still... It’s something you’ll have to overcome eventually. We’re all genuinely rooting for you to make a comeback.”

    A priest offered Serdik a heartfelt word of comfort.

    “Thank you for saying that… But I’m not worthy of being a knight anymore, Father.”

    “Serdik! What happened in the past was just an accident. Even if you could go back, no one would blame you for what you did.”

    They went back and forth, clearly caught in some heavy memories.

    “I know that! But you know it too, Father. The looks I got when I came back after that failed mission—the way my fellow knights and even the villagers looked at me.”

    “They were all so young then. Immature. You can’t blame—”

    “I should’ve just died back then. At least then, I would’ve kept my honor.”

    Serdik spat out his pain like a wound too long left open.

    “…”
 “…”

    The priest might understand.
 But Yoo Hyun, who didn’t know the full story, knew it was better to just stay quiet.

    Serdik noticed Yoo Hyun’s silence—his unspoken understanding.

    He hesitated a little, but then turned toward Yoo Hyun and spoke like he’d made up his mind.

    “I’m a knight who threw away his honor.”

    He gave a self-mocking smile.

    “Back when I was a trainee, I was sent to a dungeon on a mission. But I ran into a monster I had no chance against. I ran… leaving behind the outsider who was with me…”

    Just as he was about to go on, choking on regret—

    Yoo Hyun smiled gently and cut in.

    “It’s okay. You don’t need to say any more.”

    “Huh…?”

    “Everyone has something they’re ashamed of. Painful memories, regrets they don’t want to show.”

    Yoo Hyun was no exception.

    
      “I’ve had moments I wish I could take back, too.”
    

    Lately, things had gotten better.
 But there was a time when he couldn’t sleep without alcohol.

    Was it a mistake to return to Korea?
 Was it wrong to try and hold that solo recital?

    
      “I should’ve waited one more day… or just canceled it altogether…”
    

    He had tortured himself with those thoughts more times than he could count.

    He wanted to go back, back to the time before he lost his hearing.

    But that wasn’t all.

    
      “Should I really keep composing when it barely even pays?”
    

    Sure, he was deaf—but if he really wanted, he could’ve found some other path.

    But he didn’t.

    
      “Because I knew if I let go now, I’d never find my way back to music.”
    

    If he gave it up now, he might lose music forever.
 And if that happened… could he really find happiness doing something else?

    Nobody knows that until they try.

    But Yoo Hyun—he never even tried.
 He was so scared, he didn’t do anything.

    “I was the same. I was so afraid to fail that I never even gave myself a chance. And still, I clung to those regrets and couldn’t move on.”

    He’d lived like a coward, day after day.

    Barely scraping by as a composer, drowning in regret, swallowed by sadness.

    “Sir Knight, would you believe it if I told you there was a bard who couldn’t hear?”

    Yoo Hyun looked at Serdik, calm and sure.

    “A bard who can’t hear… but still plays music, lives for it, and finds happiness in it.”

    “….”

    Yoo Hyun added, more firmly this time:

    “That’s me.”

    Sure, he could hear in Wonderland.
 But in the real world, he was still completely deaf.

    Even so, he composed.
 Even so, his talent was recognized.
 He even signed with SAM Entertainment.

    He couldn’t hear a thing—but he didn’t let that stop him.

    “I may not know exactly what happened to you… Or what kind of pain or regret you’re carrying?”

    But there was one thing he did know:

    “If you’re still here… then it means you haven’t given up on your dream yet. That someday, you want to overcome all of it… and live as a knight again.”

    “….”

    Serdik hadn’t left the Order.
 He was still training.

    Because deep down, he still hoped to rise again.

    And all he really needed was one thing.

    “Sir Serdik, will you come with me?”

    “…Wh-what? Y-you’re saying… You want to take me with you? No, I can’t do that!”

    He stammered and even hiccupped in panic.

    “Then let me ask you this. Forget the outcome—what do you want? Do you truly, honestly not want to go?”

    Yoo Hyun was saying he didn’t care what happened. Just tell him how he really felt.

    Serdik stood there, stunned, then slowly—almost hypnotized—gave his answer.

    “…I want to go.”

    “S-Serdik?! Wh-what are you—?”

    “I want the chance to restore my honor as a knight.”

    He hung his head, shoulders shaking.

    “I want to try again. This time, for real.”

    “Alright.”

    Yoo Hyun didn’t offer him a magical cure or perfect answer.
 He just offered to walk the path with him.

    
      “Just like my brother once did for me, when he introduced me to Wonderland.”
    

    That small gesture changed Yoo Hyun’s entire life.
 And now… he was reaching out his own hand to someone else.

    A small gesture—
 But one that could change another person’s life forever.

    “Let’s go. Together.”

    
      * * *
    

    “Ohh… So you’re the one requesting Serdik’s dispatch?”

    “Yes, Elder.”

    The dispatch had been approved, but Yoo Hyun was still at the temple.

    “Allow me to assist you personally.”

    Word of Serdik’s dispatch had reached the temple elder, and he’d come down to meet Yoo Hyun himself.

    “First, take this holy water. And these potions—they’ll come in handy.”

    Holy water to aid in combat.
 Mid-tier healing potions to keep them going.

    “And I shall grant you both a blessing.”

    The elder lifted his hand, chanting a blessing.

    
      Ding!
    

    The Elder has granted you a buff. The same buff is applied to “Intermediate Knight Serdik.”

    [Buff: High Blessing (B)]

    ▶ All stats +10%
 ▶ Magic & physical damage reduced by 20%
 ▶ Holy attribute applied to all equipment
 ▶ Grants 1-time protection from instant death
 ▶ Duration: 3 hours

    An absolutely insane buff—
 Stat boosts, damage reduction, holy enchantment, and even one-shot immunity?

    “What the heck? Is there some kind of event going on?”
 “Seriously. Isn’t that guy a player?”
 “No name above him… yep, he’s a player alright.”

    Naturally, other players were now swarming the scene.

    “May only good fortune follow Yoo Hyun and Serdik…”
 “Thank you.”
 “Elder, this is too much honor!”

    Yoo Hyun gave a respectful nod.
 Serdik, a full knight’s salute.

    “Shall we go?”

    “Y-yes! Let’s go!”

    As they left the temple, other players rushed the elder like bees to honey.

    “Elder! Buff me too!”
 “Me too, please!”

    They didn’t know the story.
 Didn’t care.

    They just wanted some of that blessing for themselves.

    But the elder looked at them with a frosty glare.

    “What’s your badge rank?”

    “Uh… Basic!”

    “Tsk.”

    “I’m Silver!”

    “Tch.”

    And with nothing but a tsk and a click of his tongue, the elder vanished without a trace.

    “???”

    As confusion flickered in the players’ eyes, a middle-ranking priest quietly stepped forward and explained,

    “Elder Cedric’s blessing is only available for those of Gold rank and above.”

    “…Gold rank?”

    Gold rank? Might as well tell them not to even think about it. Even top-ranking players struggle to earn that badge after grinding for six whole months.

    “Then, at least give us some holy water!”

    One of the players shouted with determination. He had clearly seen Yoo Hyun earlier walking off with a whole stack of them.

    “What’s your badge rank?”

    “Normal!”

    “Then you get three.”

    “I’m Silver!”

    “Five for you.”

    And just like that, all they got was a pitiful handful of vials.

    ‘Man, this game is such a scam…’

    ‘The sheer unfairness is insane…’

    As the sting of inequality settled in among the players—

    “Cedric, I’d like to make some final checks before we head in.”

    “Of course. Take your time.”

    Yoo Hyun stood in front of the dungeon board, calmly checking his gear.

    ‘Didn’t they say Gold ranks get a cap of 10 holy waters?’

    He’d gotten 15 from Cedric. On top of that, he’d also received 20 mid-grade potions—not even listed as a badge benefit.

    ‘Looks like everyone’s really rooting for Cedric to get back on his feet.’

    You could feel it: this was everyone’s way of showing their hopes that Cedric would finally overcome his trauma.

    ‘There’s one more thing I wanted to check before going in.’

    Ding!

    [ Sheet Music: Hymn for the Goddess (C) ]

    ▶ Increases attack by 5% and attack speed by 5%.
 ▶ Reduces skill cooldowns by 10%.
 ▶ Slightly boosts health and mana recovery rates.
 ▶ Grants the Holy attribute to equipped gear.
 ▶ Effects last for 1 hour.

    This was the “hymn” sheet music. Yoo Hyun had picked it up with the leftover contribution points after dispatching Cedric.

    ‘Figures a sacred temple score would come with Holy attributes too.’

    The sheet’s effects were decent for a C-rank, just under Cedric’s high blessing.

    ‘Sure, it’s not as good as a 10% boost to all stats, but a 5% attack boost is nothing to sneeze at.’

    Even if the raw numbers were smaller, combining them with the elder’s buff would definitely give a big edge.

    And sure enough—

    Ding!

    [ Nickname: Yoo Hyun ]
 [ Level: 20 ]
 [ Class: Conductor of Melodies ]
 [ Strength: 38 (+33) | Agility: 32 (+27) | Intelligence: 31 (+26) | Vitality: 34 (+29) | Mana: 31 (+26) | Divine Power: 10 (+10) | Charm: 30 (+30) ]
 [ Active Buff: High Blessing (B) ]

    ...

    [ Unused Stat Points: 100 ]

    ‘Just that one buff from the elder bumped all my stats up by nearly 10%.’

    And this was without using a single stat point while leveling to 20—purely from bonuses he’d earned through completing legendary quests.

    ‘If I invest those points too, I’ll be even stronger.’

    The reason he hadn’t used his points yet was simple.

    First, it didn’t make sense to dump everything into Intelligence—his main stat as a bard—when he often had to fight up front.

    ‘Haven’t really felt the need to invest in anything just yet…’

    Second, he hadn’t struggled with hunting at all so far, even without stat boosts.

    ‘Still, no harm in being prepared.’

    His next opponent was the elite-class Elder Treant. Same class as the Skeleton Knight, but higher level—definitely worth getting ready for.

    ‘I’ll allocate stats as needed.’

    He’d raise them on the fly, depending on the situation. That was the best approach for someone walking his own unique path.

    “Yoo Hyun, are you ready?”

    “Yeah, just finished up.”

    After a final round of prep, Yoo Hyun calmly faced the dungeon board.

    “You sure you’re good to go?”

    “Yes! I’m fully prepared.”

    Cedric’s voice rang out strong, eyes burning with resolve. Seeing that, Yoo Hyun posted the quest entry.

    Ding!

    [ Hard-mode Elder Treant Dungeon is being created. ]
 [ Initializing…… ]

    ...

    Ding!

    You are the first user to enter this dungeon through a hidden quest. 

      For the next 24 hours, EXP gain increased by 50%, and 

    Item drop rate increased by 20%. 

    Ding!

    [ Title earned: "I Found a Hidden Dungeon (2)" ]
 [ All stats except Divine Power and Charm +2 ]

    ‘Nice.’

    Even before stepping in, sweet notifications were lighting up his screen.

    Yoo Hyun smiled as he looked at Cedric.

    “Well then. Shall we?”

    Finally, he had arrived.

    At the first real quest left behind by the Conductor of Melodies—

    The journey to repair the violin that man had cherished so dearly.
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    Treant.
 The walking‑tree monsters that pop up in every fantasy story—and the bane of rookie players everywhere.

    Unlike Goblins, Little Rabbits, or Slimes, Treants have chunky HP bars and a nasty special move. They’re a pain to deal with.

    Their trademark trick? Crowd‑control.
 With their Root Snare skill, they shoot roots out of the ground and tie you up. Once you’re bound, you can’t move, and the vines keep dealing chip damage the whole time.

    Old veterans can dodge the moment a Treant so much as twitches, but newbies? No chance. How are you supposed to predict roots bursting out of nowhere?

    Yoo Hyun, though, was a different story.

    “Treant incoming—Root Snare! Move!”

    Swish!
 Crack!

    “I’ll handle this one!”

    Cedric’s two‑handed sword split Treant’s trunk clean in two.

    “You alright?” he asked, calmly wiping the monster’s sap off his blade.

    “Yeah, fine.” Yoo Hyun narrowed his eyes.
 I barely did anything, honestly…

    Cedric wasn’t turning out anything like Yoo Hyun had expected.

    At first, he’d been shaking like a leaf, forcing himself to stand in front.

    
      “W‑well, I’m the knight, so I—I should go first… Y‑Yoo Hyun, please stay back.”
    

    But after several brutal fights—

    
      “Hrk… Die! I won’t lose to you!”
    

    —he managed to solo a Treant all by himself.

    “Huh? This is… doable?”
 “I think I found their weak spot. Leave them to me!”
 “Ha! Your attacks can’t even touch me now!”

    A few successful kills later, the confidence was back in his eyes.

    There’s a phrase in sports—winning mentality.
 Once you start stacking victories, confidence snowballs.

    Just like one big failure can make you timid, a string of wins can bring the swagger back.

    Maybe all Cedric needed wasn’t advice or help—just a shot of pure confidence.

    Swish!
 Crack!

    “Another one down!” he cheered.

    And with that single boost of confidence, Cedric’s brilliant talent bloomed again. On top of great sword skills, the guy was a walking encyclopedia.

    “I hear footsteps. Probably a pack of Treant ahead,” he murmured.

    He could pinpoint monsters before they showed.

    “Better take a detour here. These claw marks look… artificial. Might be a weird layout up ahead.”

    Route‑finding like a seasoned explorer.

    “Taste iron in the dirt… Spike trap, most likely.”
 “Oh, a teleport trap. Careful—step on that and who knows where you’ll end up.”

    Even trap lore—spot‑on.

    “How do you know all this?” Yoo Hyun asked.

    “Read it in a book as a kid. Apparently, teleport traps fling you to a random spot in the dungeon…”
 “No, I mean all the dungeon layouts and trap types. Did someone teach you?”

    “Ha, well… my master drilled me when I was little.”

    “Your master?”

    “Yeah, but it’s nothing special.”

    Whatever the backstory, he clearly didn’t want to dig into it. Yoo Hyun figured, hey—he’s from the famous sword house, Belbern. He probably learned it somewhere and left it at that.

    Ding!
 [ Mercenary “Intermediate Knight: Cedric” has defeated Treant. ]
 You gain a small amount of EXP. 
 …
 [ Level up! ]
 [ Skill Point +1 ]

    Even Yoo Hyun was leveling nicely—two whole levels in just an hour inside the dungeon.

    
      So this is what it feels like to be carried…
    

    Thanks to Cedric, he was basically riding first class. All he had done so far was play the “Hymn” buff for Cedric.

    
      I’m getting stiff back here…
    

    Every time he so much as reached for his sword, Cedric shot back, “Allow me! I will protect you!”

    The run had been smooth, comfy, almost too easy. But there was one little thing nagging at Yoo Hyun…

    Ding!
 [ Mercenary “Intermediate Knight: Cedric” – Fear stat slightly increased. ]

    Every single fight, the same ominous pop‑up.

    Ding!
 [ Mercenary “Intermediate Knight: Cedric” – Fear stat slightly increased. ]

    Again… and again…

    Ding!
 If Fear exceeds a certain threshold, a debuff may trigger. 
 [ To recover: 1+ hours of sleep or a Priest‑class buff. ]

    That warning eventually followed each rise.

    “Cedric, how about a quick break? If you’re tired, you could grab a short nap.”

    “I’m fine. Compared to knight‑training, this is nothing.”

    “How about at least a rest—”

    “Oh, you’re tired? Then, of course, let’s rest.”

    “Uh… not exactly.”

    When Yoo Hyun tried to push a break (mostly to lower Cedric’s Fear), that’s what he got.

    “Alright, then from the next fight I’ll step in too.”

    “N‑no, really, I can handle them—”

    If a break was off the table, Yoo Hyun had to help some other way.

    “Monsters are spawning in larger packs now. No sense in letting my hands stay idle.”

    He cut Cedric off with that simple statement, then—

    “Yoo Hyun! I think we’ve reached the boss room!”

    Cedric beckoned excitedly at the massive gate ahead.

    Ding!
 [ Boss room of Hard‑mode Elder Treant Dungeon discovered. ]
 [ Enter the boss's room? ]

    A dark aura seeped out from the door, thick and oppressive.

    “See? The Goddess is watching over us! Thank you!” Cedric looked skyward, clutching his cross.

    “Okay—buffs first.”

    “Right!”

    A sweet recorder melody echoed through the dungeon—bright, crystalline, totally out of place in the gloom.

    “Mmm~ mm‑hm‑hm,” Cedric hummed along, visibly calmer.

    But Yoo Hyun’s face stayed serious.

    
      Things that go too smoothly always hide a catch…
    

    Like people standing under a clear sky, unaware that a storm is seconds away.

    
      Please let me be overthinking this…
    

    He finished the last notes, hoping his unease was just that—unease.

    Hard‑mode dungeon rants were a daily occurrence:

    
      [Seriously, Hard dungeons are broken AF]
    

    I get the higher monster levels, but changing the whole layout? That’s crossing the line ㅡㅡ

    └ And you yelling changes what, exactly?
 └ Am I the only one thinking this?? ㅡㅡ
 └└ Nah, I feel you. Same. lol

    First off, monster levels are plain higher: about 1.5× the normal version. A regular Treant might be level 20; the Hard Treant? Around 30.

    Once an elite shows up, the gap gets ridiculous—several times the attack and HP, sometimes dozens of times higher. Translate that into levels and you’re looking at a 3‑4× jump. Meaning a Hard‑mode elite Treant sits somewhere around level 45–60.

    [Pro tip] Hard‑mode mobs are roughly 1.5× higher level than normal.
 Gimmicks, traps, patterns, even respawn numbers—all random. Newbies, just run normals and save yourself the pain. Peace.

    └ Random EXIT locations are what kill me, man. 

    └ But once the level cap’s lifted, all the rankers jump straight into Hard, right?
 └ Lol nobody can resist that loot

    A higher monster level was already brutal, but Hard dungeons took it further: the entire layout changed.
 Normal mode was a simple straight shot. Hard mode? A twisting, branching maze that reorganized itself every run—no chance of memorizing paths.

    And that was just the start. Spawn points, respawn rates, hidden traps, random structures… Everything shuffled. No wonder players called Hard dungeons “the road to your grave.”

    [Why “Ghost’s Time‑Attack #1” is still legendary (EU)]
 Cleared the whole dungeon on pure hand‑controls in two hours, then found the exit in under one. 

    └ I spent three hours clearing yesterday, couldn’t find the exit, rage‑hit the “Give Up” button.
 └ Wait, a game where you can clear but still quit because you can’t find the exit? lmao

    Still, players would crawl through glass to get in. The rewards—huge loot chests and the coveted time‑attack rankings—were things you could never touch in Normal. Everyone wanted a title nobody else had.

    
      Guess my worries weren’t baseless after all.
    

    Yoo Hyun’s only goal was to clear Hard mode, nothing fancy. He just needed the Treant Branch that dropped from Elder Treant. Time‑attack glory? Couldn’t care less.

    
      People weren’t kidding about Hard mode…
    

    Up till now, the labyrinth, mobs, traps, patterns—Cedric had bulldozed everything before Yoo Hyun even had to lift a finger.

    
      Can we really finish this run…?
    

    Because now, it felt like Hard mode was only really beginning.

    Ding!
 You have entered the boss's room. 
  An unknown aura spreads through the dungeon. 

    
      RUMBLE!
    

    [ The master of the Hard dungeon, Elder Treant, reveals itself! ]

    
      Grrroooaaar…
    

    There it stood—the last target, towering and black‑ranked. Same rank as the Skeleton Knight, they’d barely survived before—the highest tier of elite mobs.

    At that exact moment:

    Ding!
 [ Mercenary “Intermediate Knight: Cedric” — Fear skyrockets! ]
 [ Cedric struggles to overcome terror! ]
 …
 Ding!
 [ Failure! ]
  Cedric cannot shake the fear. 
 [ Mercenary “Intermediate Knight: Cedric” is engulfed in extreme terror! ]

    Ding!
 [ Trait “Chicken Heart (S)” activates! ]
 [ All of Cedric’s stats drop to 10 % of normal! ]

    The nightmare Yoo Hyun had hoped was just paranoia… actually happened. Cedric’s biggest weakness had triggered.

    “Cedric! You okay?!”

    “…I‑I might die. I never should’ve come here…” His voice shook, whole body trembling like he’d frozen solid.

    “N‑no. I… I have to hold on…”

    All color drained from his face. Staring up at Elder Treant, his eyes were wide with sheer dread, like a rabbit facing a lion.

    
      In this state, it’s impossible…
    

    Elder Treant was an elite of the highest order. Even a perfect four‑man party would sweat. And right now, it was just Yoo Hyun (barely level 22) and one knight whose stats had cratered to a tenth.

    
      If things stay like this, we lose.
    

    If Cedric hadn’t been here, Yoo Hyun could’ve risked a solo attempt—or just bailed, leveled up, come back later, maybe even buy the wood for a fortune in gold. But…

    
      Cedric would never recover.
    

    A failure now would shatter him. The trauma would dig deeper, and his dream of knighthood would be gone for good. Yoo Hyun couldn’t let that happen—not after reaching out to him.

    Ding!
 [ Elder Treant has spotted you and Cedric. ]
 [ Elder Treant begins casting the AoE “Ancient Tree’s Grasp.” ]

    A dark, suffocating energy flooded out from the monster’s hand.

    “—No! Cedric!”

    Yoo Hyun realized the spell was targeting the knight.

    
      WHOOM!
    

    “Cedric, move!”

    Without thinking, Yoo Hyun flung himself toward him.
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    A few minutes must have crawled by.

    “Ugh‑h‑h…”

    Yoo Hyun was the first to come around, prying his eyes open just enough to get a read on the situation.

    ⚠ WARNING!
 • HP remaining: 3 %
 • Status effect: Concussion
 • If you don’t restore HP soon, you will die.

    
      Yeah, yeah, I get it… chill.
    

    If this was what a real concussion felt like, no thanks: his vision spun, the world a foggy blur with no sense of direction. At least the devs hadn’t coded in the headache or nausea.

    
      Okay… deep breath—better already.
    

    After a few seconds of focus, his body seemed to “adjust” to the virtual concussion, and he could move, slowly.

    
      Potions—first things first.
    

    He yanked open his inventory and chugged potion after potion.

    Ding!
 HP was restored by 20 %.
 HP was restored by 20 %.
 …
 HP is fully restored!
 Status effect Concussion removed.

    Clink, clatter. Empty bottles everywhere. He exhaled in relief—barely survived that one.

    “Cedric! Cedric!”

    Only then did Yoo Hyun remember the knight. Where was he? Please don’t be dead. He scanned the room, and finally—

    “Ugh…”

    “Cedric!”

    Far off, Cedric lay crushed under a fallen boulder—the aftershock of Elder Trent’s AoE. Yoo Hyun rushed over, heaving the rocks away.

    Ding!
 HP –1 % from lifting rubble.
 HP –1 % …
 …

    The alerts flashed each time, but he ignored them, focused solely on freeing Cedric. By the time the boulder rolled clear, his own HP bar had dipped nearly ten percent.

    “Cedric, you okay?!”

    “I‑I’m… fine…”

    Cedric coughed, unable to sit up, and was concussed as well. Thanks to his knight armor, he still had about 30 % HP.

    “Stay down. Potion first.”

    “Urgh… glug, glug…”

    Ding!
 Mercenary “Intermediate Knight: Cedric” HP fully restored.
 Status effect Concussion removed.

    “Hah… I’m alright now. Thank you…”

    He cradled his head, eyes swimming with confusion, relief at being alive, and despair over the failed fight all tangled together. Guilt pressed his head lower and lower.

    “Head up. The important thing is—we’re not done yet.”

    “….”

    Even that gentle push couldn’t lift Cedric’s gaze. Yoo Hyun let him be; sometimes a person needed a moment on their own before they could stand.

    
      Now, where the heck are we?
    

    Yoo Hyun’s eyes flicked around: collapsed stone walls, a vast cavernous chamber, and way off in the distance, a door marked EXIT.

    
      Exit…?
    

    He narrowed his eyes. “The exit?”

    “This makes zero sense.”

    Hard‑mode dungeons were randomized nightmares: mob spawns, traps, layouts—even the exit changed every run. That randomness was exactly why the three‑year‑old world‑record time attack by the player “Ghost” still stood.

    
      Most rankers say they beat the boss, then waste hours searching for the exit.
    

    K‑gamers were top tier worldwide, yet none had dethroned Ghost’s record, purely because of exit RNG, not lack of skill.

    
      If the exit’s there, then the boss room should be…
    

    He turned; sure enough, directly opposite the exit loomed a door oozing black aura—the boss room. Looks like the teleport trap had dumped them smack dab between both doors.

    
      So that trap really did send us here…
    

    Just before Elder Trent’s first strike, Yoo Hyun had deliberately triggered the teleport trap inside the boss room.

    
      It’s a teleport trap. Whoever triggers it gets warped to a random spot in the dungeon…
    

    Cedric had explained that right before they stepped in. Yoo Hyun had banked on it: better to get tossed somewhere random—hopefully the entrance—than eat a guaranteed death‑penalty EXP loss inside the boss room.

    
      Anywhere’s better than dying and losing EXP.
    

    And the “random” spot turned out to be right between the boss's door and the exit.

    
      Well… talk about luck.
    

    The real problem was Cedric.

    “Cedric, you okay?”

    “I’m sorry—bang, bang—really sorry. It’s all my fault!” He slammed his gauntleted fist against his helmet.

    “Got cocky after killing a few Trents! Thought I’d conquered my fear, and then—freeze up and do nothing in front of the boss! I’m such an idiot!”

    “Enough.”

    Yoo Hyun’s firm tone cut him off.

    “You don’t need to beat yourself up.”

    “Huh…?”

    Was he trying to sugar‑coat the failure?

    “You stood your ground.”

    Yoo Hyun smiled softly.

    “……!!”

    He knew exactly what had happened: Cedric had stared death in the face, stats slashed to ten percent, knowing one hit would end him—yet he hadn’t run.

    “You could have turned tail, but you didn’t. Tell me I’m wrong.”

    Cedric had stayed where he was, rooted by terror yet refusing to flee.

    “To chase your dream, to defend your honor.”

    “T‑that’s…”

    Cedric waved his hands, flustered.

    “You did well,” Yoo Hyun said, leaving no room for argument. “You made a better choice than in the past.”

    Sure, the boss was still alive, but Cedric had grown—no question.

    “Cedric, you can head back now.”

    “B‑back? You mean you’ll fight Elder Trent alone? That’s insane!”

    “I’ll be fine. You still have a dream you haven’t fulfilled.”

    For a moment, Yoo Hyun had a certain thought—

    
      

    

    
      Sure, if a 
      
        player
      
       dies, they respawn…
    

    A player drops some gear, loses a chunk of EXP, but the system brings them back.
 But what about an NPC—someone who actually “lives” in this world? What happens if they die?

    
      No one’s figured that out yet.
    

    In three whole years, nobody has found a clear answer. The devs just shrug it off: “That’s part of the mystery.”
 Which means… nobody knows if NPCs truly come back—or vanish forever.

    
      Cedric finally took a step forward. I’m not ruining his future over my quest.
    

    Maybe Yoo Hyun was over‑immersed. Some people would laugh at him for caring this much about a “game.”

    
      But Wonderland gave 
      
        me
      
       my dream back.
    

    This was how he played: take everything seriously, meet every NPC like a real person. It let him carve his own path—and even change his real life.

    “I want to protect your dream,” he said quietly.

    He wanted Cedric to make it, to stand tall as a knight at the end.

    Yet, Cedric shook his head.

    “No.”

    “…What?”

    “I’m staying.”

    Yoo Hyun opened his mouth to object.

    “You don’t have to push yourself—”

    “This isn’t stubbornness. If I leave now, it’s only a half‑won battle.”

    Using his sword as a prop, Cedric forced himself to his feet.

    “I need to beat Elder Trent. Only then will this feel right.”

    Just like Yoo Hyun wanted to protect him, Cedric wanted to protect Yoo Hyun.

    “I’ll guard you with everything I have,” he declared—the very image of the knight he’d dreamed of as a child.

    Ding!
 [ Mercenary “Intermediate Knight: Cedric” ignites a desperate resolve. ]
 [ Cedric confronts the fear gripping his heart. ]
 …

    “I can do this… I will do this!”

    His eyes burned bright.

    Ding!
 [ Success! ]
 [ Because “Chicken Heart (S)” is a high‑tier trait, Fear only drops partway. (Current Fear: 70) ]
 [ Fear is still above 50—debuff may trigger again at any moment. ]

    “Hah… hah…” Cedric panted, shaking off just a bit of that terror.

    Yoo Hyun’s eyes went wide. You can actually lower Fear…?

    Wait… maybe…
 Maybe he could mend Cedric’s trauma—using his own power.

    
      When you hand‑write a score instead of using the skill, a special magic is infused.
    

    That Myth‑grade ability—Magical Score Composition.

    It worked on the farmhands’ work song, he recalled—less fatigue, calmer minds, even milder weather.

    Ned, the auction‑house manager, had noticed exactly that: Yoo Hyun’s scores could influence mood—and the very sky itself.

    No guarantee this succeeds… He hadn’t written the farm tune intending to control the weather; it just happened.

    
      But it’s worth a shot.
    

    “Cedric, give me a moment before we move.”

    “Huh? I’m ready whenever, but sure…”

    “I have something to do first.”

    Yoo Hyun pulled parchment and a pen from his satchel.

    Glad I kept these. Five sheets left from last time—if he’d sold or tossed them, composing now would be impossible.

    He spread a page out and set the pen to it.

    “Why the parchment all of a sudden…?” Cedric asked, puzzled.

    “I’m going to write a song.”

    “A… song?”

    Yoo Hyun only offered a calm smile.

    “Yeah.”

    For Cedric, who had come this far because of one outstretched hand—

    
      Swish…
    

    He would write a small song of encouragement.
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    Music and war are joined at the hip.
 More precisely, even while shells are falling, music is born—just like babies still come into the world during the fiercest fighting.

    Why do composers keep writing in the middle of a battlefield? The reason is simple: to pump courage into soldiers so they’ll keep marching, to give people the strength not to quit when things look hopeless. Sometimes music plants a seed of hope in the truly desperate; other times it soothes warriors once the fight is done.

    In short, music is there to cradle human emotions—to bring courage, hope, and comfort.

    
      So, one song of pure courage for Cedric.
    

    Yoo Hyun’s new piece had a single goal: let Cedric hear it, shake off the fear chewing him up, and take another step forward.

    Scratch, scratch!
 His pen flew across the parchment.

    Technique? Polish? Of course, those matter…
 …but today one thing mattered more than everything else—even if he had to throw the rest away:

    
      The thrill of victory, the joy that sparks courage.
    

    Genuine heart—that was the key, maybe something only Yoo Hyun could deliver.

    
      Because I’ve been where he is.
    

    Just like Cedric, Yoo Hyun once drowned in regrets.

    
      I lost my hearing. I scraped by on a few pennies from composing…
    

    A month ago, his life looked as rusty and green as an old water tank.

    
      Then Wonderland changed everything. I could hear again, and I got my life back.
    

    All thanks to one small hand from Sang‑cheol hyung—dragging him into the game, even paying for playtime.

    
      I want Cedric to feel what I’m feeling now.
    

    He poured that dream‑like joy straight into the score.

    Time blurred. The world slowed. His hand drew notes faster than thought—total flow.

    Thirty minutes slipped away.

    Scritch… scritch… The pen stopped.

    Ding!
 [ Score completed. ]
 [ Evaluating rank… ]
 [ This score’s rank is… ]

    Notifications piled up, but Yoo Hyun ignored them and walked right to Cedric. He could feel it—this was the best piece he’d ever written. A true tour‑de‑force, meant to soothe his past self and fire courage into Cedric’s heart. How could any system grade that?

    “It’s finished,” he said softly. “And it’s for you.”

    If numbers couldn’t capture it, the performance would.

    “Please—listen with a happy heart.”

    Because these few short notes might save a man drowning in despair.

    
      Cedric’s POV
    

    
      What… exactly is happening?
    

    Pure, clear notes floated through the dungeon—music that belonged on a sunny meadow, not in this dark cave.

    
      I’ve heard performances before—fancy galas at home when I was a kid…
    

    House Belbern was a rich land and honored with straight from the emperor after conquering the north. Whenever there was a festival, salon musicians filled the halls.

    
      But composing inside a dungeon? Never heard of that.
    

    He knew outsiders had strange powers, but writing music mid‑raid? Impossible to wrap his head around. Music, to Cedric, was just party entertainment.

    And yet…

    
      …What is this feeling?
    

    With each note, the anxiety squeezing his chest melted away. His ears tingled, his heart felt warm, and that nameless dread faded like a dream at dawn.

    Then the melody swelled—sharp, dramatic, like Shostakovich’s 7th Symphony, the “Leningrad,” set to a battlefield.

    
      Boom. Boom‑boom!
    

    Yoo Hyun stomped the ground, laying in the pulse of a kick drum. The recorder alone couldn’t carry that drive. Together, percussion and melody became a full orchestra in Cedric’s mind.

    
      It sounds like a whole choir behind him…
    

    Though impossible, he almost heard voices:

    Kämpfen!
 Fight!

    Nicht nachgeben! Gott sei mit dir.
 Don’t give in! God is with you.

    Sie werden gewinnen!
 We will win!

    The roar of triumph to come, a trumpet call to stand and fight.

    Why… Cedric’s eyes trembled. Why does this bring back that memory…?

    Pictures flooded in: his father, Winchester—hero knight—returning from the Northern Conquest; musicians and dancers celebrating House Belbern’s victory.

    “For House Belbern!”
 “For glory!”

    No one had expected that win. They were outnumbered, facing savage northern warriors in brutal blizzards.

    If there is a god, protect them, his mother had prayed, tears silent, the day the army marched out.

    Yet his father performed a miracle—cutting through snow, wind, and spear points to claim victory, never retreating, upholding a knight’s honor even at the edge of death.

    
      I wanted to be like that.
    

    Cedric, the youngest, had no place as head of the house—only the firstborn could inherit. So he left for the knight order, hoping to become a hero like his father, raise House Belbern’s name another notch.

    
      Father, watch me shine out here!
    

    He never wanted to turn his back. But in that moment of mortal terror, he did—twelve‑year‑old fear or not, a knight should never run.

    
      Like Father, who charged forward, ready to die.
    

    That was the knight Cedric aimed to be.

    And Yoo Hyun’s music felt exactly like that old victory anthem, calling him to stand again.

    “You can do it—don’t give up, keep moving.”
 “I’ll help you reach the dream you’ve always wanted.”

    And the one saying that… was the very person who’d reached out to him first.

    
      Can I really pull this off…?
    

    Truthfully, even bolstered by courage, Cedric wasn’t sure he could beat an Elder Trent. For a mere Intermediate Knight, that thing was a monster. Courage without confidence felt like sheer arrogance.

    But—

    
      There’s no backing down now.
    

    A chance like this had landed in his lap; was he really going to waste it? Branded a “failed knight,” he’d never once been chosen for a dispatch until Yoo Hyun held out a hand. And now he was standing right outside the boss's room.

    Just one more step—one single step.

    No room left for fear. He wasn’t a scared twelve‑year‑old anymore; he was a grown man. Turn back here, and all that awaited was another stamp of failure.

    Only a forward charge could save him. He would cut down the Trent and reclaim his lost honor as a true knight of House Belbern.

    
      It doesn’t matter whether I can win. The only acceptable outcome is winning…
    

    His eyes flashed.

    Ding!
 [ Mercenary “Intermediate Knight: Cedric” resonates with your music! ]
 [ Cedric enters a temporarily awakened state. ]
 [ A change begins within him… ]
 …

    System pop‑ups announcing Cedric’s metamorphosis—and then—

    Ding!
 [ “Magical Score Composition” (Mythic) and “Heavenly Performance” (Mythic) create synergy. ]
 [ You’ve unlocked a hidden condition for the Mythic skill! ]
 [ The Conductor of Melody’s unique power passes to you! ]
 [ “Magical Score Composition (Mythic)” gains a new property. ]

    Like ink filling a page, a new line slid into the skill list:

    Magical Score Composition
 – Synergy with Heavenly Performance: can remove one debuff from a target. ※NEW※
 – (Locked)

    
      Remove a debuff… from someone else?
    

    Yoo Hyun’s eyes shook.

    Ding!
 [ You are the first bard capable of cleansing debuffs! ]
 [ This is a unique ability granted only to you, heir to the Conductor of Melody. ]

    Ding!
 [ Achievement unlocked! ]
 [ Title earned: “I Found a Hidden Mythic Condition (1)” ]
 [ First‑clear bonus: +5 to all stats except Divine Power & Charm. ]

    A debuff‑cleansing bard—he’d never heard of such a thing.

    
      What… is this even…?
    

    And it still wasn’t over.

    Ding!
 [ Granting a new trait to Mercenary “Intermediate Knight: Cedric.” ]
 [ Trait “Chicken Heart (S)” is removed and replaced with “Desperate Courage (A).” ]
 Depending on his journey, this trait may vanish or reappear. 
 [ Personality—Desperate Courage (A): When facing mortal fear and choosing to fight, all stats +50 % for 1 minute. ]

    Chicken Heart… gone. Yoo Hyun’s eyes went round—Cedric’s worst flaw was wiped away, replaced by a trait that supercharged him when he defied death.

    And to prove that change—

    “Yoo Hyun,” Cedric said, voice deep and steady, “I will protect you—even if it costs my life.”

    Serious eyes, iron resolve—no trace of the knight who’d swaggered after killing a few Trents.

    “…Cedric. Are you sure you’re alright?”

    “Guarding my honor is the only thing a knight can do.”

    For the first time since they’d met, Cedric smiled—calm, fearless.

    Now that’s reassuring. Yoo Hyun smiled back.

    “Then—shall we?”

    Cedric nodded. Together, they faced the boss's door.

    A black aura still seeped from the cracks—the same deathly glow that had once frozen Cedric in terror.

    “…O Lord, grant us victory,” he murmured.

    But the frightened boy was gone. Only an honorable knight, intent on triumph, remained.

    “We will win,” Yoo Hyun said, smiling.

    The genius knight freed from fear, and the lone bard who breathed courage into him—two shining lights with no room left for doubt.
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    Back inside the boss stage.

    In the heavy silence that felt almost like death, two men quietly advanced.

    "Let’s start by testing the waters first."

    "Agreed."

    Yoo Hyun and Cedric exchanged a look.

    They’d already gotten hit once by the Elder Treant’s near one-shot skill.

    Getting taken out by the same move again? No way.

    They’d barely earned this golden chance—no way they were wasting it.

    “Yoo Hyun! Over there!”

    As soon as they spotted the Elder Treant—

    
      Ding!
    

    [Elder Treant has spotted you and Cedric.]
 [Phase 1 begins!]

    On reflex, Yoo Hyun raised his hilt into a guard stance—but the Treant didn’t budge.

    That’s when he realized—it wasn’t going for its insta-kill skill.

    “There must be a cooldown on its AoE attack. Let’s go!”

    “Right!”

    This time, the battle played out differently.

    [Elder Treant uses “Cry of the Forest”!]

    Instead of a one-shot, a powerful, gut-piercing wail rang out from the Treant.

    “Ugh!”

    “Gah!”

    [Debuff: Cry of the Forest activated.]
 [For 1 minute, all physical stats decrease, and attack power is reduced by 30%.]

    “A 30% attack debuff for a full minute?”

    No conditions, no strings attached—just a flat-out 30% reduction. It was ridiculous.

    Cedric literally had to overcome death to get a 50% stat boost.

    But still…

    ‘It’s just attack power. I can still move just fine.’

    That meant he could still swing, still block, still react.

    He just had to figure out the pattern.

    The first step in any real fight was understanding the enemy’s moves.

    No matter how scary the opponent, he had to face it head-on and test things out with his blade.

    ‘Let’s start small.’

    Yoo Hyun’s eyes lit up as he dashed toward the Treant.

    Should he stab? Go for a downward slash? Block while striking?

    A dozen options ran through his mind, but the Treant moved first.

    
      Whoosh!
    

    The huge tree trunk swung sideways at Yoo Hyun.

    ‘I can block this.’

    He’d already learned how to block strikes from any direction.

    Quickly, he raised his blade.

    “Sword Guard!”

    It was one of the skills imbued in  Ghesin ’s Sword—used specifically for defense.

    
      Clang!
    

    “Ugh!”

    He blocked it, but the sheer force of it sent him skidding backward.

    The raw strength was on another level.

    ‘What the hell…’

    But—he blocked it. That meant he had a window.

    While the Treant retracted its trunk, Yoo Hyun struck with a flash of steel.

    
      Screech!
    

    [You’ve damaged the Treant!]

    ‘Got it!’

    A small grin tugged at his lips.

    He immediately jumped back.

    ‘Didn’t get full damage since my stance was off, but still—’

    It landed. That meant he’d figured out one attack pattern.

    A wide horizontal swing with its trunk. A downward smash with its hand. A slap-style counter with its palm…

    The battle continued in that rhythm for a while.

    The Treant had about five main attack patterns.

    “Grrh!”

    Its long reach made it hard to land hits, but Yoo Hyun was already getting the hang of it.

    ‘Long reach makes it annoying, but as long as I dodge and block the right stuff—’

    That means…

    ‘I can beat you.’

    Once you learn the pattern, the rest is easy.

    Now, it was time to show the cleanest, simplest technique possible.

    ‘Dodge. Parry. Strike.’

    It was a secret sword technique passed down directly from Olsen himself.

    A basic but powerful move that Yoo Hyun had mastered.

    
      Slash!
    

    [Perfect stance achieved! “Power Slash” activated.]
 [150% bonus damage inflicted!]
 [Critical hit!]
 [200% bonus damage inflicted!]

    Just like that—with a clean downward strike.

    “May the gods guide me!”

    Cedric was right behind him.

    
      Slash!
    

    [Cedric landed the Belbern family’s secret sword technique on the Treant!]

    A legendary move from the famous swordsmanship family.

    
      Screech! Screeeech!
    

    [You’ve inflicted a critical wound on Elder Treant!]
 [You’ve inflicted a critical wound on Elder Treant!]

    “A horizontal strike is incoming!”

    “Ready!”

    “Now! Move to the side!”

    “Got it!”

    And just like that, once Yoo Hyun and Cedric both confirmed their hits were working—

    “Now it’s our turn.”

    Yoo Hyun gave a small, confident smile.

    A player once said:

    —“Hiring mercs? Honestly, a waste of money. They’re just common-class NPCs.”

    Mercs were usually weaker than players and cost a lot to hire.

    So people would rather bring unique-class players instead.

    ‘He might’ve been right—if he wasn’t lying to me.’

    And Yoo Hyun actually agreed to a point.

    Players do have way more going for them. Better classes, better skills, better growth.

    Some players can even outperform NPCs depending on how well they’ve trained.

    ‘But that’s if you find one of those players.’

    It was only a half-truth.

    Some players are also common-class nobodies. Untalented, broke, under-geared, and totally unskilled.

    If you run into someone like that during a party raid?

    You’re screwed. Might as well go solo at that point.

    ‘But what if you found an NPC with genius-level talent, low hiring cost, and great teamplay?’

    An NPC that had all the strengths of a player?

    That’s exactly what Cedric was. Yoo Hyun's hiring him had been the move of a genius.

    “Die, you damn monster!”

    Cedric, as a knight, could use holy attribute attacks.

    Which just so happened to be a direct counter to the dark attribute most elite monsters had.

    As content got harder, using holy water or holy damage became mandatory.

    ‘Pretty sure that’s also why every party scrambles to recruit a priest.’

    Priests could heal and cast “Bless,” giving holy damage.

    Maybe not vital in normal dungeons, but once you hit hard mode? Essential.

    “Haaahp!”

    Of course, Cedric couldn’t heal or buff—he was just a regular knight.

    But he was already doing something even healers couldn’t.

    
      Clang!
    

    Close-range coordinated attacks.

    ‘If it weren’t for Cedric, I’d be dead five times over.’

    Fighting elite monsters with massive HP and ridiculous strength was no joke.

    Without Cedric drawing aggro, even Yoo Hyun couldn’t survive those hits.

    “Yoo Hyun! Now!”

    
      Clang!
    

    Cedric blocked another attack with his two-handed sword and shouted.

    
      Tap tap tap!
    

    Yoo Hyun rushed in and delivered a powerful slash, using the recoil to add force.

    
      Ding!
    

    [Critical Hit!]
 [You’ve dealt a fatal blow to Elder Treant!]

    A clean, stable downward strike.

    It looked almost like a lightning flash.

    ‘Critical hit!’

    The satisfying vibration traveling up the blade…

    Yoo Hyun smiled as he saw the message.

    ‘If this keeps up, we’ve got a real shot.’

    The Elder Treant had a monstrous pool of HP and brutal attacks.

    Every swipe took a chunk out of their health, and even repeated hits didn’t bring it down easily.

    But still, Yoo Hyun smiled with confidence.

    “You look a little nervous now, huh?”

    
      Grrhh. Grrhhh...
    

    The Treant’s body was visibly thinner now, bark and branches hacked away.

    Its eyes were getting more vicious by the second.

    It was like it knew it was running out of time.

    And then—

    
      Ding!
    

    [Elder Treant activates a special skill!]
 [Elder Treant uses “Healing of the Tree Spirit”!]

    It had been quiet until now, but suddenly the Elder Treant activated a new skill.

    Sensing danger, both Yoo Hyun and Cedric instinctively leapt back.

    “Cedric! Fall back!”

    “Yeah!”

    Groooaaar. GROAAAH!

    Your HP has fully recovered. Elder Treant becomes even more ferocious! Your HP has fully recovered. Elder Treant becomes even more ferocious! Your HP has fully recovered. Elder Treant becomes even more ferocious!
 ElderTreant’sattackpowerandspeedhaveincreasedby1.5x!Elder Treant’s attack power and speed have increased by 1.5x!ElderTreant’sattackpowerandspeedhaveincreasedby1.5x!

    .
 .
 .

    GROAAH. GROOOOOAAAH!

    The Elder Treant’s furious roar echoed through the dungeon.
 Then, its body started to grow—until its head nearly touched the ceiling.

    ElderTreanthasawakenedintoitsfinalform!Elder Treant has awakened into its final form!ElderTreanthasawakenedintoitsfinalform!
 Phase2hasbegun!Phase 2 has begun!Phase2hasbegun!

    And so, the second phase of the battle with the Elder Treant began.

    “Cedric, same plan as before!”
 “Yes, sir!”

    Still, nothing changed.

    Clang!
 Every time the Treant slammed down its arms, Yoo Hyun blocked it with an upward slash.

    Slash!
 Cedric aimed for the openings and slashed through the Treant’s branches.

    That was how it should have gone.

    WHAM!
 “Gah!”

    With just a swipe of its hand, Yoo Hyun was sent flying across the field.
 His eyes widened from the impact.

    You’vebeenhitwithacriticalstrikebytheTreant!You’ve been hit with a critical strike by the Treant! You’ve been hit with a critical strike by the Treant!
 2020% of your HP has been lost!20

    ‘You’ve gotta be kidding me!’

    Just one hit and 20% of his HP was gone.

    “Cedric! We’re changing plans! Dodge as much as you can!”
 “Understood!”

    Still, Yoo Hyun and Cedric charged in again.

    ‘If we can’t block it, we dodge. That’s it.’

    Just like always—no hesitation, just forward.
 If you can’t block, you dodge. If there’s an opening, you strike.
 Nothing simpler than that.

    
      Slash! Slash slash!
    

    Yoo Hyun’s sword sliced through the air, slashing the branches.
 His strike, sharp like a master swordsman’s.

    ‘I got it! Wait… what?’

    The branch he hit didn’t break.
 More accurately, the shattered piece started to regenerate again—
 Like it was healing.

    ElderTreantiscurrentlyunder“TreeSpirit’s Recovery.”Elder Treant is currently under “Tree Spirit’s Recovery.”ElderTreantiscurrentlyunder“TreeSpirit’s Recovery.”
 OnlyattacksthatexceeditsHPregenpersecondcandealdamage.Only attacks that exceed its HP regen per second can deal damage.OnlyattacksthatexceeditsHPregenpersecondcandealdamage.

    “What kind of bullsh—…”

    Yoo Hyun scoffed in disbelief.
 No wonder nobody else tried this dungeon.
 If the boss had this kind of ability, even a group of twenty wouldn’t cut it.

    ‘So basic attacks won’t do jack, huh?’

    That meant he had to change his approach.

    ‘Good thing I saved my points.’

    Like he was waiting for this moment, Yoo Hyun opened his status window.

    “I’m putting 70 into Strength, and 30 into Agility!”

    If he didn’t have enough power, he’d add more.
 And if that still wasn’t enough, then speed would make up for it.

    
      Crunch.
    

    ‘I can feel the power flowing through me now.’

    Gripping his bastard sword tightly, Yoo Hyun felt raw strength surge through his hands.

    “Cedric! Let’s go for a combo strike!”
 “On your signal!”

    Yoo Hyun and Cedric’s swords danced.

    Slash! WHAM!
 “Urgh!”

    SLASH! WHAM!
 “GAHH!”

    They slashed and got hit. Slashed again, barely dodged.
 A brutal back-and-forth between Cedric, Treant, and Yoo Hyun.

    A true fight to the death.
 A battle where someone had to die for it to end.
 Desperate. Unrelenting.

    “Guh!”
 “Huff… Huff…!”

    Yoo Hyun and Cedric panted, their bodies beaten and torn up.

    ‘One more hit. Just one last hit’ll end it.’

    They’d used up all their potions.
 One more mistake, and it was game over.
 For either them or the Treant.

    Then—

    Ding!
 YouandCedric’sHPhasdroppedbelow10You and Cedric’s HP has dropped below 10%.YouandCedric’sHPhasdroppedbelow10
 “DesperateCourage(A)”hasbeenactivated!“Desperate Courage (A)” has been activated!“DesperateCourage(A)”hasbeenactivated!
 Allstatsincreasedby50All stats increased by 50% for 1 minute.Allstatsincreasedby50

    Right at death’s door, the alert appeared.

    “Fall, dammit!”
 “For the honor of House Belvern!”

    Yoo Hyun and Cedric didn't miss their chance. Their blades pierced straight into the Treant’s core.

    At that moment—

    CRACK! CRAACK!
 CRAAACK!

    Their blades shattered the branches, cutting deep.

    Grooooaahh…

    The light faded from the Treant’s eyes.
 Its huge form began to crumble, the vicious glow in its eyes vanishing,
 branches dropping to the ground like dry leaves.

    “Huff… Huff… Did we… did we actually get it?”

    Cedric, staring at the unmoving Treant, muttered dazedly—

    Ding!
 EliteMonster“HardElderTreant” defeated! Elite Monster “Hard Elder Treant” defeated!EliteMonster“HardElderTreant ”defeated!
 You defeated a foe stronger than yourself. Massive EXP gained. You defeated a foe stronger than yourself. Massive EXP gained. You defeated a foe stronger than yourself. Massive EXP gained.
 Levelup!Level up! Levelup!
 Levelup!Level up! Levelup!
 Levelup!Level up! Levelup!
 .
 .
 .

    A flood of notifications poured across Yoo Hyun’s screen.

    “…We did it.”
 “Did we really… win?”

    They’d done it—they actually beat the Treant.

    ‘If I’d taken just one more hit… I’d be dead.’

    Yoo Hyun checked his HP bar.
 Barely 20 left. One more shot from the Treant and he would’ve been toast.

    His fist clenched tightly.
 It was a razor-thin, heart-pounding victory.

    ‘We did it. Just the two of us.’

    A quest that most players tackled in full 4-person parties—
 They cleared it with just two.

    Like a walk-off homer in the bottom of the 9th, 2 outs, bases loaded.
 A truly cinematic win.

    “…We, we really did it! YEAHHH!”

    Cedric, finally realizing what they’d done, threw up his arms and screamed in joy.

    ‘The gods truly blessed us!’

    They’d taken down a black-ranked elite monster—
 One that normally required a Knight Commander to defeat.

    ‘No… he gave us that miracle.’

    It wasn’t the gods.
 It was Yoo Hyun who made it happen.

    Right at death’s edge, the “Desperate Courage” buff triggered, giving them the push they needed.

    ‘I’ve upheld my honor. I really did it…’

    Cedric gripped his cross and bowed his head in silent prayer.
 Then, his shoulders began to shake.

    ‘Cedric…’

    Yoo Hyun’s gaze softened.

    ‘He’s overwhelmed with emotion.’

    Yoo Hyun understood better than anyone what Cedric was feeling.

    ‘It’s the same thing I felt when I first heard sound again.’

    That kind of joy—
 It wasn’t something words could ever fully capture.

    “Whew. Now then… time to see what we got.”

    Black-ranked elites were the toughest of the elite monsters.
 Add in the hard-difficulty dungeon bonus, and the rewards had to be top-tier.

    ‘Let’s see what you’ve got for me.’

    Yoo Hyun reached out and touched the Treant’s remains.
 A golden glow shimmered beneath his hand.

    Ding!
 Obtained:ElderTreant’sWood(x15)Obtained: Elder Treant’s Wood (x15)Obtained:ElderTreant’sWood(x15)
 Obtained:ElderTreant’sWood(x17)Obtained: Elder Treant’s Wood (x17)Obtained:ElderTreant’sWood(x17)
 HiddenQuest: “Bring Materials for Bow Repair” complete.Hidden Quest: “Bring Materials for Bow Repair” complete.HiddenQuest:“Bring Materials for Bow Repair” complete.

    “Yes!”

    Yoo Hyun’s eyes lit up.
 He’d finally completed the first hidden quest of “The Guide of Melodies.”

    ‘He only asked for one bundle, but I got three.’

    He’d gotten three times more than what Gesen requested.

    ‘…Do they always drop this much?’

    What Yoo Hyun didn’t realize—
 Bringing a mercenary didn’t count as a party.
 Which meant the game saw this as a solo run.

    And in solo runs, drop rates are significantly higher.
 Plus, it was a hard difficulty dungeon, meaning the drop rate was even better.

    ‘This alone’s worth over 300 gold.’

    One bundle was worth 100 gold.
 So this haul was worth over 3 million won in real-world money.

    And that wasn’t all.

    Ding!
 Obtained: ElderTreant’sSpiritEarrings(Epic)Obtained: Elder Treant’s Spirit Earrings (Epic)Obtained: ElderTreant’sSpiritEarrings(Epic)
 Obtained: ElderTreant’sBarkBelt(Epic)Obtained: Elder Treant’s Bark Belt (Epic)

    Obtained: ElderTreant’sBarkBelt(Epic)

    “Huh?”

    Two new alerts popped up.

    ‘Epic…?’

    Yoo Hyun’s eyes widened in disbelief.

    ‘Two epics…?’
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    Epic.
 It was a term usually reserved for describing something heroic, but in Wonderland, it referred to the third-highest gear tier.

    The gear rankings in the game were: Common, Rare, Epic, Unique, and Legendary.

    [ Yo wtf I got an Epic today ]
 [ Finally got my first Epic after 495 days, congrats to me lol ]

    Most players in Wonderland managed to get their hands on Epic gear at best.
 The drop rate for Epics was so ridiculously low that their gold value skyrocketed.

    Just look at how even a level 30 Rare item could sell for 100 gold at auction. That says it all.

    
      Ding!
    

    [ You have obtained: Elder Treant’s Spirit Earring (Epic) ]
 [ You have obtained: Elder Treant’s Vine Belt (Epic) ]

    Yoo Hyun’s eyes trembled as he stared at the notifications.

    
      No way… this is unreal.
    

    He was no stranger to Wonderland anymore—he understood just how insane the value of those items was.

    Didn’t Sang-chul always go on about how even getting a Rare would make his day?

    
      And I just got two Epics.
    

    Two of them. Not one—two.
 That alone was mind-blowing.

    
      What kind of items are they…?
    

    Swallowing hard, Yoo Hyun opened the item info.

    
      Ding!
    

    [ Elder Treant’s Spirit Earring (Epic) ]

    
      The Skeleton Knight’s ring was already amazing, but this…
    

    Yoo Hyun blinked.

    
      Just one piece gives +15 to all stats?
    

    And if you wore it as part of a set, you got another +10 on top of that.

    That’s like gaining 25 stat points—as if he’d leveled up 25 times.
 Considering you usually only get 1 stat point per level, that was huge.

    [ Elder Treant’s Vine Belt (Epic) ]

    
      A belt accessory gives +20 Attack?
    

    Was it just because it was Epic-tier?

    
      The bastard sword I got from Gethin only had +30 Attack…
    

    This was just an accessory—not even a weapon—yet it came close.

    And once you added in the bonus stats from the set effect, it became even more absurd.

    
      Wait… there are three items in the set, right?
    

    Yoo Hyun’s eyes narrowed.

    
      And the third effect is just question marks.
    

    That probably meant something huge would unlock when all three were equipped.

    Just as Yoo Hyun was mulling that over—

    “Yoo Hyun.”

    Cedric had quietly walked up to him, his mind now clear and calm.

    He held something out.

    It was a hat.
 A soft leather one, adorned with a single leaf.
 Not exactly what you’d expect a knight in full armor to be wearing.

    “What’s this?”

    Yoo Hyun looked at him curiously.

    “A reward I got from the Treant’s corpse,” Cedric replied with a gentle smile.

    “If it weren’t for you, I wouldn’t have gotten it. Honestly, I wouldn’t have even been able to kill that Treant, let alone earn a reward. It was way beyond my ability.”

    There wasn’t a single ounce of exaggeration in Cedric’s words.

    
      That thing was a black-grade elite monster—one of the strongest types out there. We usually only take it on with the Knight Captain leading the charge.
    

    Cedric looked him in the eye.

    “If it weren’t for your presence… if it weren’t for your music, I’d have never found the courage to face it.”

    The fact that he’d even been sent here, the fact that he’d overcome his trauma—all of that was because of Yoo Hyun.

    “So please, accept this. It’s a gift for you.”

    
      Ding!
    

    [Mercenary's Mid-tier Knight: Cedric wants to trade with you. ]
 [ Receive: Elder Treant’s Deep Forest Cap? ]

    
      A gift? From an NPC?
    

    It was the first time an NPC had ever offered him something like that.

    But even just Cedric’s feelings were enough for Yoo Hyun.

    “No… If it weren’t for you, I wouldn’t have been able to defeat the Treant either.”

    And he meant every word.

    “That item’s your rightful reward. You risked your life out there.”

    All Yoo Hyun had done was offer a bit of music, a small nudge forward.

    
      Just like Sang-chul did for me.
    

    The song he’d written for Cedric, the performance—everything was his way of repaying the warmth he’d once received.

    Seeing Cedric rise above his despair—that alone was enough.
 But even so…

    “Please, take it,” Cedric insisted.

    “You’ve already given me so much.”

    “Huh?”

    “You gave me a dream. Thanks to you, I can dream again. That’s a gift I could never repay.”

    Cedric smiled warmly.

    “Besides, it’s not like I’m ever gonna wear this kind of hat. It suits a bard like you way more. And honestly, it’ll probably look amazing on you.”

    He wasn’t wrong.
 Knights wore helmets, not leaf-decorated leather hats.
 It really did seem more fitting for Yoo Hyun.

    “So, please. Just take it.”

    Yoo Hyun knew Cedric was trying to ease the pressure.
 And with how much Cedric meant it, refusing would just be rude.

    “Cedric… alright. Thank you. I’ll accept it.”

    And with that, Yoo Hyun reached out and took the hat.

    
      Ding!
    

    [ You have obtained: Elder Treant’s Spirit Feather Hat (Unique) ]

    A cheerful chime rang out, and a new notification popped up.
 Not just any item… a Unique-grade one.

    
      W-What the…
    

    Yoo Hyun stared at the hat in disbelief.
 He looked like he couldn’t tell if he was dreaming or not.

    “Haha, it’ll probably look great on you. Try it on?”

    Still dazed, Yoo Hyun equipped the hat.

    [ Elder Treant’s Spirit Feather Hat (Unique) ]

    “……!!”

    Yoo Hyun’s eyes went wide as he read the item’s details.

    
      Cooldown reduction, more vision, faster movement…
    

    It didn’t boost raw stats, sure—
 But every single effect helped in real combat.

    
      My steps feel lighter… and I can see way farther than before.
    

    It felt incredible.

    The first thing Yoo Hyun felt was the difference—he could walk faster, see farther.
 That alone was awesome. And then—

    
      Ding!
    

    [All three pieces of the Elder Treant spirit set equipped.]
 [Hidden set condition discovered.]

    A soft s‑s‑s‑sh sound slid across his HUD as a brand‑new line appeared:

    New Set Effect 2: You can now use Elder Treant’s special skill, “Tree Spirit’s Recovery.”
 – Tree Spirit’s Recovery: Fully restores HP and increases Attack & Attack Speed by 1.5× for five minutes.

    
      No. Freaking. Way… Can I use the boss’s broken skill?
    

    The very move that had shoved them to the brink—full heal plus a 1.5× damage boost!

    “Do you like it?” Cedric asked with a gentle grin.

    Yoo Hyun could only laugh, half‑dazed.
 A top‑tier elite boss skill, now in his pocket—how could he not be thrilled?

    “It’s incredible—the best gift I’ve ever gotten.”

    A small act of kindness had boomeranged back as the ultimate reward.
 Cedric’s growth, a whole Unique set—every bit of it priceless.

    He’d never forget today.

    Yoo Hyun dipped his head, about to thank Cedric—

    “Cedric, really, thank—”

    But Cedric bowed so low it looked like his waist might snap.

    “Yoo Hyun! May I serve you as a benefactor for the rest of my life?”

    Beating his trauma, reclaiming his honor—none of it would’ve happened without Yoo Hyun.

    
      Ding!
    

    [Cedric’s affection skyrockets.]
 [Cedric’s affection exceeds the limit and evolves into Loyalty!]

    “I already serve a liege,” Cedric said, eyes blazing, “but if you ever need me—me-no matter the place, no matter the odds—I will answer.”

    
      Ding!
    

    [Cedric swears a Knight’s Oath to you.]
 [Even though you are not his lord, he will fight at your side whenever you call.]

    “Even if it costs my life, I’ll protect you. And I’ll grow stronger for that day.”

    A knight’s vow—more sacred than life itself.
 The only thing Yoo Hyun could do in return was cheer him on, sincerely.

    “I’ll pray for you too, so you reach your dream.”

    
      RUMBLE!… RUMBLE‑RUMBLE!
    

    Stone walls groaned; the dungeon was collapsing.

    “Looks like our time’s up. Let’s head out.”

    “Right behind you!”

    Armor clinking, steps light, the two strode toward the exit—nothing like the tense walk in.

    
      A perfect run—
    

    A knight reborn, a hidden quest cleared, a full Unique set in hand—no wonder their footsteps felt weightless.

    What Yoo Hyun didn’t know yet—

    
      Ding!
    

    [Hard Elder Treant Dungeon cleared.]
 [Calculating clear time…]
 …

    —Were the rewards weren’t done?

    [Calculation complete!]
 [Time‑Attack record updated!]

    A new chapter of history was about to be written—
 right here, in Wonderland.
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      Shuffle, shuffle…
    

    Four players stumbled out of the dungeon exit.

    Rust‑eaten plate mail, torn leather armor, and deep gashes on their cheeks told the whole story: they’d just been through hell.

    “Ha… ha‑ha…”
 “Heh‑heh, hahahaha!”

    Beaten to a pulp, they still burst out laughing in perfect sync—because…

    “We did it!”
 “Kk‑k‑k, YES!”

    They’d just smashed the Time‑Attack record for the normal Elder Treant dungeon.

    Lee‑Won threw an arm around the bearded tank’s shoulders like they were best buddies.

    “We actually freaking did it!”

    Moments ago, they’d been sniping at each other; now the healer’s eyes sparkled.

    “So, what are you guys gonna claim for the first‑place reward? Epic skill? Epic gear?”
 “Hmm, I’ll probably grab gear—but let’s see the list first.”
 “Right?! I’m so hyped already!”
 “Crazy—we really took first! Joining this party was the best idea ever!”

    All that bickering before the run? Forgotten. Arm in arm, they celebrated like lifelong friends—because being #1 in Time Attack does that to people.

    
      Who’d have thought the dream would actually come true…
    

    Recruiting a “smurf” party on the forums had been Lee‑Won’s masterstroke.

    — “CC incoming in 3… 2… Dispelling—trust me and GO!”
 The mage nailed every dispel.

    — “Heal on cooldown! Tank, you’re covered in 13 seconds—DPS, pot up for 43!”
 The healer timed every skill to perfection.

    — “Got aggro! Healer, focus me—everyone else, 15‑second back‑attack window!”
 The tank yanked every mob like a pro.

    
      Each of them played at least double their class value. To find a party like this online… talk about lucky.
    

    Strategy, mechanics, teamwork—flawless.

    
      Guess I really am the destined main character—overcoming hardships to reach the top, just like in a shōnen manga!
    

    Lee‑Won roared like an anime hero.

    “Bwahaha!”

    He glanced at the leaderboards.

    
      Ding!
    

    [Elder Treant Dungeon (Normal) Time Attack]
 1st – 2:59:00 NEW! (Lee‑Won, VeryStrongBerry, …)
 2nd – 3:11:00 (Korail, DaechiPunch, …)
 3rd – 3:27:00 (IDontKnow, YouKnow, …)

    “…Heh… hehehe!”

    There it was—his name in shining letters, NEW beside it, a whole ten minutes faster than the old record.

    Nearby players began commenting.

    “Yo, someone finally broke into the 2‑hour zone.”
 “Must be a smurf party piled with alts.”
 “Probably. Most pug clears are 3.5–4 hours. You’d need every pattern memorized—and good RNG on the exit.”
 “Yeah, they got lucky too; gotta find the exit after all.”

    Everything they said was true.

    
      Luck definitely helped—we found the exit in, what, twenty minutes?
    

    Good play plus good RNG—that’s how you set records.

    “Breaking two hours’ll turn heads. Big guilds might come hunting.”
 “Man, that’d be sweet. Once you’re in a mega guild, life’s easy.”

    All four teammates perked up.

    
      Big guilds!
    

    A tempting thought—fast leveling, exclusive raids, full support for newbies.

    
      I have a sponsor, so I’m set… but still, it’s nice to be seen as top talent.
    

    Just then:

    “Whoa, what’s that 3h 40m clear on Hard?”

    But the hype around Lee‑Won ended fast—the crowd’s eyes slid to the Hard‑mode board.

    [Elder Treant Dungeon (Hard) Time Attack]
 1st – 3:41:00 (Ghost)
 2nd – 5:17:00 (Hwarang, StarlightSword, …)
 3rd – 5:31:00 (MartialDemon, ImmortalScholar, …)

    “Hard mode’s brutal—tons of teleport traps, crazy respawns.”
 “That’s why ‘Ghost’ is legendary. Solo’d it in 3h 41, been #1 for three years.”

    Lee‑Won’s face soured.

    
      Ghost, Ghost, Ghost—how many people can compare to that freak?
    

    Three years untouchable, two whole hours faster than #2—that record was on another planet.

    
      Probably some whale backed by billionaires, or someone who luck‑stacked every Legendary in the game.
    

    Basically, comparing to Ghost was pointless.

    
      Still, everyone knows normal‑dungeon first place isn’t easy. I’m like the bald lightning guy alongside the Super‑Saiyans—underrated but awesome!
    

    He whipped out his messenger.

    
      Gotta tell the team lead—fresh #1, baby! No one’s brushing me off now—heheh!
    

    Then:

    Ding!—the leaderboard flickered.

    “…H‑huh?”
 “Is that a bug?”
 “Holy—screenshot it, quick!”

    Gasps exploded around him.

    
      What’s the fuss…?
    

    He looked—and his eyes almost popped out.

    “Ha… ha‑ha…”

    Like he’d witnessed an impossible disaster.

    “This stupid game…”

    He cursed under his breath.

    [Elder Treant Dungeon (Hard) Time Attack]
 1st – 2:58:00 NEW! (Yoo Hyun)

    Every spotlight he’d imagined… gone.
 The three‑year‑old Hard record toppled—right now.

    “Why NOW, of all times?!”

    And with a time faster than his normal dungeon run.

    
      Elsewhere, at another dungeon entrance…
    

    Two men walked out, far more relaxed—Yoo Hyun and Cedric.

    “I’ll return to the Order immediately,” Cedric said, voice steady under the darkening sky. The fight had hardened him; his smile was stronger now.

    “Alright. We’ll part ways here.”
 “Yes, sir!”

    With a crisp clack, Cedric saluted—treating Yoo Hyun like a true liege—then left.

    “Time to head to Gethin—oh, wait.”

    Yoo Hyun paused.

    
      I never double‑checked that score I wrote earlier…
    

    The piece he’d called his magnum opus—what rank had it turned out?

    He opened his inventory.

    “…Huh?”

    His eyes narrowed.

    
      S‑rank?
    

    Was he imagining things? He blinked—no change.

    Score: Untitled
 Composer: Yoo Hyun
 Rank: S
 Buff: Desperate Courage
 ▶ Against stronger foes, Attack +10%.
 ▶ Party Attack Speed & Crit Rate +15%.
 ▶ Duration of Fear, Curse, and Confusion debuffs –50%.
 ▶ At ≤30% HP, Indomitable Will triggers.
 – Indomitable Will (A): Defense & Attack Speed +20%.
 ▶ At ≤10% HP, Desperate Courage triggers.
 – Desperate Courage (A): All stats +50% when you fight through mortal fear.
 …
 ※ S‑rank scores can be copied once.
 Copy now? (Y/N)

    
      So it wasn’t a hallucination.
    

    An S‑rank score—copyable only once, basically unshareable.

    
      No wonder all that crazy stuff happened during the fight…
    

    He’d wondered why he got Desperate Courage, too—turns out the song affected him as much as Cedric.

    
      Two special skills in one score… unreal.
    

    A special skill that rockets all your stats by 50 % when your HP is low?
 In Wonderland, the more skills an item packs, the more its price explodes.

    With two special skills baked into one score—and only one copy allowed—selling it would need crazy caution.

    
      For now, I’m keeping this one to myself.
    

    Just as Yoo Hyun decided that—

    
      Ding!
    

    [Time‑Attack clear time recorded.]
 [Congratulations! You’ve set a new #1 in Elder Treant Dungeon (Hard).]
 [Achievement unlocked!]
 [Title gained: “Faster Than Anyone Else (1)”.]
 [+2 to all stats except Divine Power & Charm.]
 [First‑place reward will be delivered via the mailbox in 24 hours.]

    Pop‑ups flooded his screen.

    “Time‑Attack first‑place reward…?”

    He glanced at the leaderboard, and there was his name, sitting right on top, knocking the veteran “Ghost” into second.

    
      Wait… I really just took Hard‑mode first place?
    

    No time to stare. It was 6 p.m. in‑game—NPCs would clock out soon.

    
      Gethin, hang on!
    

    He sprinted through Lutetia’s alleys to finish the first hidden quest.

    Traffic spiked so hard the site half‑crashed.

    Holycrap, HardTreantrecordjustshattered?!(HotPost)Holy crap, Hard Treant record just shattered?! (Hot Post)Holycrap, HardTreantrecordjustshattered?!(HotPost)
 Breaking :PlayerbeatsGhost’sTime‑Attack,dropsinforAMA(HotPost)Breaking: Player beats Ghost’s Time‑Attack, drops in for AMA (Hot Post)Breaking: PlayerbeatsGhost ’, drops in for AMA (Hot Post)

    “Hot Post” meant 10k+ views—top of the day.

    Who the heck is the new #1? Let’s dig. (+999)
 – Name’s ‘Yoo Hyun.’ That’s all I’ve got, upvotes plz
 └ Bro you trolling?
 └ Bold claim, have an upvote lol
 └ Amazing intel, thanks! /s
 └ Here, have a downvote.

    Every thread fixated on the same bait: the new Hard‑mode record.
 Who was Yoo Hyun? Has anyone seen him? Any screenshots?

    Nobody knew. He’d cleared the dungeon “solo” with a mercenary knight—zero eyewitnesses.

    So the community switched topics: how insane the feat itself was.

    WhythenewHardrecordmakeszerosense(EU)Why then the new Hard record makes zero sense (EU)WhythenewHardrecordmakeszerosense(EU)
 Hard dungeons = min 15 rooms.
 Each room spawns 2‑3 mobs at ~Lv 30.
 Boss kill ≈ 1 hr, exit search ≈ 1 hr → leaves 1.5 hrs.
 Means he cleared each room in six minutes… a Lv 20 dude killing Lv 30 elites 2‑3 at a time in 6 min?
 Bug? Gonna report this.

    └ Maybe he’s cheating?
 └ If it’s hacks, I want my sub fee back.
 └ Wonderland has finally gone to hell, huh.

    For three years, no one had touched Ghost’s record. Players bombarded the support.
 The GM replied:

    “Hi, this is GM Gimite. We’ve investigated thoroughly with the Super AI. No exploits or wrongdoing detected. Thank you for loving Wonderland.”

    So the record was legit.

    “Wait—so he beat Ghost fair and square?”
 “Dude… that’s headline stuff.”

    Forum and in‑game bulletin boards erupted.

    [GroundZero guild is looking for player ‘Yoo Hyun.’ Contact…]
 [Info wanted on Yoo Hyun. Kingdom guild master here…]
 [Hi, Eternal Guild deputy master…]

    Major guilds started head‑hunting. Even Eternal, Korea’s elite guild, took interest.

    A lone man sheathed a massive black greatsword stained with an Ice‑born Dragon’s blood.

    “…So someone broke my record?”

    Nicknamed the “Sword Demon of Polar Night,” he’d held Korea’s #1 spot for three straight years—Ghost.

    
      Well, three years is a long time. Records are meant to fall.
    

    His eyes stayed calm—almost amused.

    
      If someone can catch up to me, that might be… fun.
    

    But one thing intrigued him more: What reward will the new champ choose?
 Three years ago, Ghost’s own first‑place reward had been a legendary skill—the very skill that made him the Sword Demon, still core to his Lv 230 build today.

    “I wonder what he’ll pick,” Ghost murmured, gazing down the snowy slope with a curious smile.
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      Logging out in 1 minute. Please move to a safe location.
    

    
      Fsssshhh.
    

    The capsule machine hissed open, releasing a wave of heat from inside.

    “Phew…”

    Yoo Hyun pulled off his goggles and let out a slow breath.

    
      “…How long was I in there?”
    

    He glanced at the clock. The hour hand was already pointing at 2 a.m.

    He gave a quiet chuckle.

    
      “It’s already 2 in the morning…”
    

    He always felt this way after playing Wonderland. Time just… flew.
 Like when he got completely lost in composing—totally immersed, losing track of everything.

    
      “Ugh, what a waste. I was only five minutes late…”
    

    Yeah. He’d missed seeing Ghesin by five minutes. Just five minutes late to the shop, and the guy had already left for the day.

    The NPC had clocked out and gone home.

    
      “Well… work-life balance matters, I guess. Even for NPCs.”
    

    Whether in real life or in a game, work-life balance was sacred.

    And it’s not like it wasn’t his fault for being late.

    
      “Maybe it’s for the best, though. Way too much happened today. I need time to catch my breath anyway.”
    

    Yoo Hyun slowly clenched his fist.

    
      “I made an S-rank score today. And now I know—I’m the only bard who can remove debuffs.”
    

    It was the first S-rank music sheet he had ever created.

    And it had a ridiculous, never-before-seen power—

    The ability to remove debuffs from others.

    He’d erased Cedric’s devastating debuff and replaced it with a skill called Desperate Courage.

    And that wasn’t all.

    
      “Notifications were popping up nonstop. I didn’t even get to check most of them.”
    

    Just before logging out, he saw a flood of pop-ups filling his screen.

    Stuff about achieving amazing feats, time attack rewards, auction notifications...

    
      “Did those 195 scores I left with Ned actually sell?”
    

    If the auction house sent him a message, it probably meant everything got sold.

    You only got messages like that when your items had sold and money was ready to claim.

    
      “Guess I’ll go through them one by one when I log back in.”
    

    He’d check everything carefully then—whether the music sheets were sold, what rewards he got…

    Meeting Ghesin could wait till after that.

    “It’s late. I should just sleep first and think tomorrow.”

    Capsule machines might have all kinds of health features, but nothing beats stretching out in bed for some real rest.

    What he needed now was simple: go home and sleep like a log.

    
      “Still pretty packed, even at this hour.”
    

    Yoo Hyun glanced around the capsule room.

    Gamers chatting in the lounge, others sleeping in capsules or watching movies...

    Despite it being 2 a.m., the place was lively—like it was still midday.

    
      “I wonder what they’re all talking about…”
    

    Even though he couldn’t hear, his curiosity flared.

    
      “Maybe something about raids? Or stories from their dungeon runs?”
    

    Now that he’d gotten used to the game, he was starting to wonder about other players’ lives inside it, too.

    What classes they chose, what kind of adventures they had…

    “Hey, did you see that new hard dungeon record? Totally smashed.”

    “What, someone beat ‘Ghost’? Pfft, it’s just a backwater village dungeon. Why’s everyone freaking out?”

    “Because someone beat Ghost! That ranking hadn’t changed in three years, man!”

    People in the lounge were all buzzing about Yoo Hyun, though of course, he couldn’t hear any of it.

    And just as he was about to walk out—

    “W-wait, sir! Just a second!”

    One of the staff members reached out to stop him.

    Yoo Hyun blinked, confused.

    “Me?”

    “Yes! We’re running a promo right now! A special monthly plan discount. I saw you’ve got about 10 hours left on your current plan.”

    “Ohhh.”

    So that’s why she stopped him. For a second, he thought someone actually knew him or something.

    “You can get a full-month pass for 2 million won. Want me to set it up for you?”

    It was a pretty good deal—50 hours cost 1 million, so 2 million for a whole month was a steal.

    But still…

    “Hmm… I’m not sure yet. I’ll think about it. If I come back, I’ll get it then.”

    He gave her a polite smile as he gently turned her down.

    Why?

    
      “Honestly, I don’t think I’ll be back here for a while…”
    

    He probably wouldn’t need to return anytime soon.

    
      “…and I might get my own capsule machine in a few days.”
    

    Yeah. That was the second reason.

    If all went well, he’d be buying a capsule machine for home.

    
      “As soon as I get home, I’m looking up capsule machines.”
    

    He’d earned around 48.5 million won from selling those scores.

    And his first priority?

    Buy A. Capsule.

    
      Bzzzzz. Bzzzzzz.
    

    His smartwatch vibrated loudly.

    “Mmmf…”

    Yoo Hyun opened his eyes and pushed the blanket off.

    The sun was already peeking in through the curtains.

    
      “…Damn, that was a good sleep.”
    

    Maybe it was because so many good things had happened yesterday?

    Even though he hadn’t slept long, he didn’t feel tired at all.

    “Phew…”

    He tidied up his blanket, stretched out wide, rolled his neck until it popped, and rotated his shoulders a few times.

    Then, as usual, he opened up his instrument case, took out the violin, and rested it on his shoulder.

    
      Ziiiiing.
    

    The rich sound of “Fate” echoed through his tiny room.

    
      “Nice vibrations. The sound’s probably great.”
    

    Even though he couldn’t hear, the way the instrument vibrated against his shoulder and hands told him all he needed to know.

    It sounded amazing.

    
      Flop.
    

    After finishing the performance, he sat down at his desk and picked up his phone.

    Specifically, he checked the message from the bank.

    
      [Web Notification]
    

    
      Nonghyup Deposit: ₩48,500,000
    

    
      13:40 1772-****-52
    

    “Ha…”

    As he read the message, a grin naturally crept across his face.

    Seeing that massive number in his account made the whole thing feel surreal.

    When he was just doing the currency exchange, it hadn’t really hit him yet.

    
      “This is money I earned. Me.”
    

    He’d made nearly fifty million won.

    From a game.

    By selling music he composed.

    And it only took him a couple of days.

    
      If this had been real-life composing, there was no way he would’ve earned this much money.
 But in Wonderland? He pulled in a massive amount, just like that.
    

    
      “...Maybe I shouldn’t even bother composing in real life anymore and just stick to Wonderland.”
    

    
      The thought popped into Yoo Hyun’s head for a moment.
    

    
      What if he just became a full-time in-game composer? Just focused on writing music sheets there?
    

    
      But the idea didn’t last long.
    

    
      “Nah, no need to see it so black-and-white. I can do both. Keep things separate.”
    

    
      Why choose one or the other when he could just… do both?
    

    
      “I still have dreams I want to chase in real life, too.”
    

    
      His real-world inspirations influenced his game music, and vice versa.
 Doing both was clearly the best option.
    

    
      “Well… since I’m wide awake now—”
    

    
      Yoo Hyun took a calming breath and turned on his computer.
    

    
      He hopped online and went straight to the official Wonderland capsule site.
 He clicked into the purchase section of the New Arrivals tab.
    

    
      
        [Wonderland 2.0 Capsule Machine – ₩30,000,000]
      
    

    
      “Thirty million won…”
    

    
      This might be the most expensive thing he’d ever bought.
    

    
      It was even more expensive than the deposit for his entire apartment.
    

    
      “Most people buy this thing in installments…”
    

    
      Even fully employed adults were known to take out 50-month payment plans for this thing.
 It was that pricey.
    

    
      And yet—
    

    
      Click!
    

    
      Yoo Hyun hit the “Buy” button without even blinking.
    

    
      “Wow. I really just bought something worth 30 million won, huh.”
    

    
      Over half his bank account was gone in a single purchase, but weirdly… he felt totally calm.
    

    
      “This game gave me a new life. I would’ve paid even more, honestly.”
    

    
      There wasn’t even a hint of regret.
 Instead, he just felt grateful that he had the chance to make this purchase at all.
    

    
      And it made sense. He did earn all this from Wonderland.
    

    
      “Since my wallet’s already open… may as well go all in.”
    

    
      Next stop: the world’s biggest virtual instrument marketplace.
    

    
      “Oooh, Keyscape’s on sale? Definitely grabbing that. Electric guitar? Gotta go with Ample Sound... Addictive Drums? No way I’m skipping that.”
    

    
      There were tons of songs he hadn’t been able to make before because he didn’t have the right instruments.
    

    
      Now that he did? The possibilities were endless.
    

    
      “Wait—are these bigger than my PC’s entire storage…?”
    

    
      Once his shopping cart was overflowing with VSTs, his eyes naturally drifted toward… his computer.
    

    
      “This old thing’s over ten years old… time to retire it.”
    

    
      Honestly, his current PC could barely even run simple games—forget music production.
    

    
      “Okay… 32GB RAM, top-tier graphics card, and big SSDs for all the instruments…”
    

    
      He headed to a PC-building site and started building out his dream rig.
    

    
      “Oh, right! Monitors! Dual screens are a must.”
    

    
      He remembered the pain of alt-tabbing back and forth constantly.
 So he added an extra monitor to the setup—one for plugins and the mixer, and one for the DAW view.
    

    
      “And if I’m sitting for hours, I’ll need a standing desk… and a good chair too…”
    

    
      For max comfort, he added a motion desk and one of those famous top-of-the-line ergonomic chairs.
    

    
      He figured this setup would give him the perfect composing environment.
    

    
      Until—
    

    
      
        [Total: ₩6,228,470]
      
    

    
      His eyes went wide as he looked at the total.
    

    
      “…Huh?”
    

    
      “How’d it get this high??”
    

    
      It’s not like he splurged either—he’d only picked what was necessary.
    

    
      Still, Yoo Hyun didn’t hesitate.
    

    
      Click!
    

    
      “Whatever. When will I ever get to do this again?”
    

    
      It wasn’t even over-the-top spending. It was just… stuff every serious composer probably owned.
    

    
      He just hadn’t had the chance to buy them until now.
    

    
      “A week from now, everything will be different.”
    

    
      The capsule machine would arrive in three days.
 The PC, desk, and chair would get here around the same time.
    

    
      Once it was all in place, his tiny one-room apartment would be completely transformed.
    

    
      From a plain little rental… into something he could’ve never imagined before.
    

    
      “Time to rest up and get some composing done while I wait.”
    

    
      Yoo Hyun decided to make the most of this rare downtime.
    

    
      “Maybe I’ll turn Cedric’s theme into a full classical piece.”
    

    
      He had inspiration to spare—enough to start composing anytime.
    

    
      He’d written over a dozen work songs already, plus that S-rank score during the Trent fight.
    

    
      “Wait, no… I’ve got something else I need to do first.”
    

    
      Before anything else—even before composing—there was one important thing he had to do.
    

    
      “I should tell Sang-chul hyung.”
    

    
      When something good happens, it’s only right to share it.
    

    
      He’d brag a little—but just enough. Didn’t want to make anyone too jealous.
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    —

    That afternoon.

    While eating at a nearby samgyeopsal restaurant, Sang-chul nearly choked on his meat.

    
      “…Wait, you bought a capsule? 
      
        That
      
       capsule?”
    

    He blinked like he’d misheard.

    And honestly, it wasn’t surprising—brand-new capsule rigs cost nearly 30 million won. That’s no small change.

    “Yeah, the capsule machine.”
 “Holy…”

    It had only been a week since they last saw each other.

    That day, when they’d had beef and Yoo Hyun had given him a motion controller as a gift.

    And now, barely a week later, he’d earned enough to drop thirty million won?

    “Wait—don’t tell me you used your deposit? Or took out a loan?”
 “Neither. I earned it.”
 “That’s what I’m saying—how the hell did you earn that much in a week?”

    To someone like Sang-chul, who lived a pretty ordinary life, it just didn’t compute.

    Had Yoo Hyun snagged some ultra-rare legendary item worth that much?
 Otherwise, it just didn’t make any damn sense.

    “Remember that sheet music that was on the auction site a few days ago? The one blowing up on every community board?”
 “Wasn’t it called something like Work Song? The one about farming or something…”

    As Sang-chul recalled, his eyes suddenly went wide as saucers.

    
      “W-Wait. That was yours?! That music sheet that sold for 15 million?!”
    

    He dropped the piece of meat he was holding with his chopsticks in sheer shock.

    So loud, in fact, that the people at the surrounding tables turned to look.

    
      “That’s insane. You made that? Hold on—wasn’t there like, four sheets total?”
    

    As he spoke, he started doing the math in his head.

    One piece sold for 15 million. Four in total.

    Which meant…

    “S-S-Sixty…?!”
 “Shhh! People are staring.”

    Yoo Hyun grinned, putting a finger to his lips.

    “You’re right, by the way. That’s how I bought the capsule.”
 “…”
 “I also set up some gear for composing. It cost me a good chunk, yeah.”
 “…”
 “…Why are you looking at me like that?”

    Sang-chul froze like a broken toy, just staring at him blankly.

    
      “I don’t even know what to say. I’m totally speechless.”
    

    The truth was, he had come here today to show off his brand-new Epic-grade item in Wonderland.

    Which, let’s be honest, was a pretty big deal to him.

    But now? After hearing all this? He suddenly felt like a kid showing off a sticker collection next to someone holding a gold bar.

    
      “I mean, aside from earning that much, what made you decide to buy a capsule in the first place?”
    

    Sure, they were expensive, but with loans or installments, you could technically buy one.
 Still, at the end of the day, it was just a fancy gaming rig.

    For someone like Yoo Hyun, who’d been eating instant ramen to survive, buying a capsule meant there had to be a reason behind it.

    
      “With that much money, you could’ve moved to a better place or done a bunch of things…”
    

    And then Sang-chul saw Yoo Hyun’s face.

    Serious. Calm. Focused.

    “Yoo Hyun…”
 “…”
 “You’re really all-in on Wonderland, huh?”
 “Yeah.”
 “I knew it.”

    Suddenly, it all made sense.

    The Yoo Hyun he used to know came flooding back.

    
      “You’ve always been like that. When you fall into something, you go all the way—no turning back.”
    

    Whether it was practicing on that broken-down piano thrown out by the incinerator or when he got his first violin, he was the same.

    A seven-year-old kid who would sit and pluck strings for over ten hours straight.

    
      “Now 
      
        that’s
      
       the Han Yoo Hyun I remember.”
    

    And he wasn’t just a friend. To Sang-chul, Yoo Hyun had always been someone to look up to.

    Someone who never gave up.
 Who held onto his dreams no matter what.

    Despite being younger, he was always the stronger one—mentally, emotionally.

    
      “Here I was, planning to brag about an Epic drop…”
    

    Sang-chul laughed quietly.

    He’d come to show off, but man—what timing.

    What’s an Epic item next to buying a full capsule rig with your own earnings?

    
      “So, other than the capsule, anything else going on? You mentioned working on a song contract last time. What happened with that?”
    

    If he’d earned that much in just a few days, there had to be more going on.

    So he asked casually, not expecting much.

    
      “I signed the deal. With SAM Entertainment.”
 “…W-What? Already?! You signed with SAM that fast?”
    

    Yoo Hyun just nodded like it wasn’t a big deal.

    
      SAM is 
      
        huge
      
      ! They had Rocket Boy back in the day, and even though Sugar Girls haven’t been active lately, they used to be huge, too.
    

    Sang-chul’s jaw dropped.

    “So wait—what happens now? Are they gonna use your song for one of their groups?”
 “Yep.”
 “Which one? Anyone I’d know? Or is it for a rookie team?”

    Yoo Hyun gave a little smile.

    
      “Actually… you just said it. Sugar Girls. They’re making a comeback, and my song’s gonna be the title track.”
    

    
      “…You—you got 
      
        Sugar Girls’ comeback song
      
      ?!”
    

    “You know them?”
 “Are you kidding me?!”

    Sang-chul was even more shocked than when he’d heard about the capsule.

    “Sugar Girls are massive! Every time they do a concert, the tickets sell out in like a minute! And don’t even get me started on how cute and talented they are—”
 “Wait, how do you know so much?”
 “Because I’m a fan, obviously! Been a proud SugarBong for ten years!”
 “Sugar… what now?”
 “SugarBong! That’s what they call the male fans. Female fans are SugarCreams. Duh.”

    Turns out, Sang-chul had been a hardcore fanboy for a decade.

    He’d been to every concert, bought all the merch and albums—the real deal.

    “So… if you’re working with them, does that mean you’ll get to meet them in person?”
 “…Probably? I heard I’ll be at the concept meeting with them.”
 “Holy sh*t. You’re gonna meet Sugar Girls. I’m so jealous—I’d pass out if I saw them in real life.”
 “Wanna go instead?”
 “No way. I’d freeze up and forget how to breathe.”

    Sang-chul looked like he might pass out just thinking about it.

    “Hey, Yoo Hyun… Can I ask you one huge favor?”
 “A favor? From you?”

    Yoo Hyun squinted playfully.

    Sang-chul almost never asked for anything.

    And right now, he looked super awkward about it too.

    
      “What’s with the hesitation?”
    

    This wasn’t like him at all.

    Finally, he spoke.

    
      “…If you get the chance… could you maybe get me one of their autographs?”
    

    Said with the shyest voice possible.

    
      “Of course.”
    

    Yoo Hyun chuckled.

    Why did he make it sound like such a big deal?

    
      “I’ll get you a bunch.”
 “Wait—really?! Thanks, Yoo Hyun! Seriously!”
    

    That’s when Yoo Hyun realized just how much Sang-chul loved Sugar Girls.

    “Didn’t know you were into idols like that.”
 “Not idols in general—just Sugar Girls.”
 “What’s so great about them?”
 “Don’t even get me started. Seeing them in person is like staring into the sun. They’re so beautiful, but on top of that, they dance, sing, and treat their fans like royalty. What’s not to love?”
 “Damn. I should rat you out to your wife…”
 “This really the time for that kinda joke?”

    Yoo Hyun snorted with laughter.

    
      ‘If he loves them that much, maybe I should get him a whole stack of autographs…’
    

    Maybe even some merch. It was the least he could do after all Sang-chul had done for him.

    Then—

    
      Bzzz… Bzzz…
    

    
      “Hold up. I got a message.”
    

    Yoo Hyun glanced at his phone.

    
      [Team Leader Park Jeong-hoo]: Just following up on the meeting we discussed. If you're available, we'd like to invite you to HQ tomorrow...
    

    
      “Hmm? Already?”
    

    Yoo Hyun's eyes narrowed.

    Only two days had passed since their first meeting.

    Were they already done with the arrangement and mastering?

    
      ‘Why are they calling me in so soon?’
    

    Maybe they needed his input on some specific parts as the original composer?

    He didn’t get it completely, but regardless, he just smiled.

    “Hey, about that autograph you wanted?”
 “Yeah?”
 “I think I can make that happen sooner than you think.”

    —

    The next day, Yoo Hyun headed off to SAM Entertainment’s headquarters.

    
      “Oh! Composer-nim, you’re here! And thirty minutes early again, too.”
    

    Team Leader Park Jeong-hoo greeted him with a sparkle in his glasses.

    
      “…What’s all this, sir?”
    

    Yoo Hyun glanced around, quietly mumbling to himself.

    
      Cameras everywhere… sound and camera directors doing prep work…
    

    The meeting room looked nothing like it had just two days ago.

    It was packed with unfamiliar faces.
 Cameras had been set up all over, and the staff were doing mic checks and testing their gear.

    Like they were getting ready to shoot something. Here.

    
      “Ah, they’re just the media team doing some filming for us. I was just about to explain—have a seat anywhere you’d like.”
    

    Park Jeong-hoo smiled, catching Yoo Hyun’s slightly confused expression.

    
      “We’re planning to record today’s concept meeting. Behind-the-scenes footage like this really helps with promotions.”
    

    He continued explaining.

    “Sorry for not giving you a heads-up earlier. The meeting came together pretty last-minute. If the cameras make you uncomfortable, we can keep your face or voice out of the footage.”
 “Uh…”
 “We could even blur your face if you want. Would that be okay?”

    Yoo Hyun paused briefly to think.

    
      “Do I need to do anything for the shoot? Like follow a script or something?”
    

    “Oh, not at all! The cameras are just there, rolling during the meeting. As the original composer, feel free to just share your thoughts when you have them.”
 “Then… sure, it’s fine.”

    Yoo Hyun answered calmly, like it was no big deal.

    
      ‘The real stars are gonna be Sugar Girls anyway. No way the spotlight’s gonna land on me, the composer.’
    

    He didn’t need to hide his face, but he didn’t have to draw attention to it either.

    He was just the composer. Not a big role visually, and the crew would make sure Sugar Girls were the focus.

    What he was curious about, though, was the actual point of today’s meeting.

    
      “So… calling me back after just two days—does that mean the song’s finished already?”
    

    
      “Ah, well…”
    

    Park Jeong-hoo hesitated for a second.

    “I’d say… sort of?”
 “Sort of?”
 “The arranger brought three different versions of your song. Today, we’ll pick one and lock in the direction. That’s why we wanted your input.”

    Yoo Hyun tilted his head.

    
      “Wait—you’re saying the arranger made 
      
        three
      
       versions? In just 
      
        two days
      
      ?”
    

    
      “Yep! He’s incredibly talented. Said he loved your song so much, he pulled two all-nighters working on it.”
    

    
      ‘Even so… seriously?’
    

    Arranging a track could be just as hard as composing.

    Sometimes, it’s the arrangement that really makes the song.

    But three fully developed directions? In two days?

    
      ‘That doesn’t even sound physically possible…’
    

    Maybe it was someone legendary—a veteran-level music director Yoo Hyun had never heard of.

    
      ‘If it’s SAM Entertainment, that might actually be the case.’
    

    It made sense. SAM was one of the top agencies in the country. If anyone had access to musical geniuses, it’d be them.

    “So I’ll get to meet this expert today too, right?”
 “Of course! That’s why we brought you here—to get the composer’s insight.”

    Yoo Hyun’s eyes lit up.

    
      ‘This is exciting.’
    

    It’d be his first time meeting a real industry professional as a fellow musician.

    
      ‘I wonder who it’ll be.’
    

    Maybe even someone who’d end up being a mentor down the line.
 Who knows?

    And whoever it was, they’d be the one arranging his song.

    
      “Oh, speak of the devil—there they are. The experts are joining us for today’s concept meeting.”
    

    Park Jeong-hoo looked toward the hallway with a mischievous grin in his voice.

    Naturally, Yoo Hyun followed his gaze.

    “Team Leader! We’re here!”
 “Hey, you guys made it! My precious babies!”

    Five women walked into the meeting room, side by side.

    “Hehe, how’ve you been?”
 “Same as always. Though Arin, did you put on a little weight?”
 “Excuse you—I did not! Rude, much?”

    Yoo Hyun’s eyes widened.

    
      ‘Wait… these are the “experts” Park Jeong-hoo mentioned?’
    

    The women looked to be in their mid to late twenties.

    Gorgeous. Radiant. Practically glowing.

    
      “Anyway, let’s introduce you first. That over there is Yoo Hyun, the composer who made your comeback song, 
      
        Anthem
      
      .”
    

    At that, all five girls turned their eyes to Yoo Hyun.

    
      “Oh! Composer-nim!”
    

    One of them exchanged glances with the others and stepped forward, grinning brightly.

    
      “Two, three—So Sweet! We’re Sugar Girls!”
    

    Five dazzling women standing before him, shining like starlight.

    “I’m composer Han Yoo Hyun,” he said.

    And just like that—

    That was the first time Yoo Hyun met Sugar Girls.
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      Sugar Girls.
    

    If you had to sum them up in one line, you’d call them the symbol of third‑gen idols.

    Back in the early 2030s—when K‑pop had started to lose steam—they were the ones who pushed the tide back, reigniting the global craze. And that was just group stats; each member had records of her own:

    [Rising Idol‑Turned‑Actress Arin Bags the 2033 NBC Drama Grand Prize]
 [From Mic to Screen—Arin Looks to Take Over TV]

    Arin’s drama From Your Star ranked #1 in Asia and made ten times its budget, and she still walked off with “rookie” trophies like it was nothing.

    [Meet Composer Idol Yuna—Rolling in Copyright Cash]
 [OG Idol Jay Spreads Her Wings as Variety Queen]
 [Kanna Invited to Lead Dance Workshops in Four European Countries]

    Yuna? She produces full‑time now—her yearly royalties could buy a downtown building.
 Jay? An A‑list variety star, everywhere you look.
 Kanna? One of the hottest choreographers in the scene.

    Bottom line: every member was top‑tier in her own lane. A flawless “complete idol” group, each also a heavyweight in her field.

    At least, that’s what the internet said, Yoo Hyun mused on the ride over. He’d done some quick homework—names, roles, the basics—figured the composer should at least know who he was working with.

    
      “Two, three—So Sweet! We’re Sugar Girls! I’m Jay!”
    

    The one taking the lead beamed as she spoke. Baby‑faced, bursting with energy, the main rapper and resident variety goddess, Jay.

    Huh… I’ve seen her somewhere, Yoo Hyun thought, eyes narrowing. Probably caught a clip of her on that Know It All Variety show.

    
      “I’m Arin.”
    

    Next came the visual, Arin: long black hair, urban chic. The kind of face you’d believe only lived on dewdrops.

    
      “I’m Kanna~”
    

    Then Kanna, the main dancer, bright grin, laid‑back streetwear, everything about her moved with rhythm even while she spoke.

    
      “…I’m Yuna.”
    

    Last, the main vocalist and producer is Yuna. Yoo Hyun instinctively leaned forward.

    So she’s the arranger, he reminded himself. She’d be his closest collaborator from here on out.

    She looked mid‑twenties tops—yet she’d knocked out three full arrangements in two days. That’s some talent.

    “Haven’t heard that greeting in a while,” Team Leader Park chuckled. “The last time I saw you girls was the world tour a year ago.”
 “Almost forgot the chant, honestly,” Jay laughed. “By the way, Yuna looks dead—”
 “She gamed all night,” Jay stage‑whispered. “Till five a.m., right?”
 “Y‑You didn’t have to tell them—!”

    “Still on that MMO?” Park raised an eyebrow.
 “…Only when we’re off‑schedule—and it was 3 a.m., not 5,” Yuna muttered.
 “You’ll be busy soon. Watch your health.”
 “No worries.”

    Even half‑asleep, she added, “I still cranked out three versions of the track in two days.”
 “I’m not scolding, just concerned.” Park smiled.

    Jay, meanwhile, looked disappointed—clearly hoping Yuna would get a lecture.

    Park rubbed his temples. “Sometimes I feel like I’m running a daycare. Maybe that’s why I’m still single.”
 “Honestly, it’s kinda cute,” Yoo Hyun chuckled.
 “Looks chaotic, huh?” Park grinned. “But the minute we start, they’re pros—ten‑year vets.”

    He clapped twice. “All right, girls introduced—let’s let the composer do the same.”

    “Hello, I’m Han Yoo Hyun, composer,” he said with a polite nod.

    The mood flipped on a dime. Cameras in the corners hummed; Park nodded along to the PPT slides.

    “First up: outfit concepts,” Jay began. “The drafts the styling team sent felt great, but totally ditched the girlish vibe.”

    Sugar Girl’s identity was sweet, she insisted—so she’d mocked up a hybrid of “warrior” and “school‑girl.”

    While Jay presented, Yuna kept side‑eyeing Yoo Hyun.

    That’s the composer? She was genuinely surprised.

    He’s my age? She’d pictured an older, suit‑and‑tie veteran, especially after hearing that sweeping orchestral demo. And that violin solo at 2:32? Surely recorded live—yet crazy hard even for a pro.

    No way he played that himself… right? She shook the thought off. Either way, the song was a monster, and this kid wrote it—deaf in one ear, according to rumors. Unreal.

    “Composer‑nim, any thoughts on the outfits?” Jay asked.

    “Can’t say I’m a fashion expert,” Yoo Hyun admitted, “but I once saw a movie—schoolgirls in blazers swinging katanas at bad guys…”

    Fashion wasn’t his lane, but inspiration is inspiration.

    “So maybe merge modern school‑girl with a warrior look? Like… mash up a uniform with combat gear.”
 “Just my two cents.”

    Jay muttered to herself, “Uniform with combat gear… uniform… Ah—techwear! Modern vibe, still girly—yeah, that nails your vision.”

    She grinned, typing notes furiously.

    
      “We still want to keep that soft, girly vibe, so we’ll go with skirts for the bottom. But for the tops, we can use something with a bunch of pockets, and then add belts, maybe a prop knife, some silver accessories—give it that warrior touch. A totally modern-day girl-warrior look!”
    

    
      “Ooh, that actually sounds so good! And like, maybe one of us wears combat boots and someone else goes with sneakers. It’d bring out our individual characters, too.”
    

    Kanna nodded excitedly in agreement.

    
      All from one comment…
    

    Watching Jay and Kanna bounce off each other, Yuna’s eyes lit up.

    
      He sparked that. Just like that, with one line.
    

    Any artist—when given the right spark—can bloom.
 And Yoo Hyun had just given Jay and Kanna that spark.

    It wasn’t just that he knew music. He clearly had an intuitive feel for the arts as a whole.

    
      “I sketched out some ideas for the group choreo—what do you think, Composer-nim?”
    

    
      “I’m not really a dance expert, but… during the build-up section, when the beat drops? I think a sharp visual moment could hit hard there.”
    

    
      “Ah, you mean shift the mood when the beat changes?”
    

    
      “Exactly.”
    

    Even his feedback on choreography felt thoughtful.

    He’s changing the whole vibe of the meeting, Yuna realized.

    What started out as questions directed at him slowly turned into Yoo Hyun leading the conversation.

    Most composers stick to the music. That’s it.
 They rarely offer opinions on outfits or dance—it’s just not their lane.

    But Yoo Hyun? He was casually tossing out clear ideas, spot-on comments, hitting every key point.

    He clearly had a vivid, complete vision of what this "Anthem" was supposed to look like.
 Not just as a song, but a whole story. A living, breathing picture.

    
      “Alright, we’ll get deeper into choreography once we lock in the final version. Thanks so much for the input, Composer-nim.”
    

    As Kanna wrapped up her segment, all eyes in the room turned to Yuna.

    
      “Oh, uh, one sec!”
    

    She’d been staring at Yoo Hyun so long that she’d spaced out. Her eyes popped open.

    Already my turn? she thought, digging around her bag for the USB.

    As an arranger, she wanted feedback from the original composer.

    
      “It’s still rough, so just focus on the mood, not the polish. Each track’s a different genre—I’ll need a lot more time to really get into the details later.”
    

    She plugged the USB in and muttered under her breath.

    
      “Okay, I’m ready. Should I play it?”
    

    Yuna looked toward Yoo Hyun, as if asking permission. Like she was waiting for his word to push play.

    “Let’s hear it,” Park Jung-hoo nodded in his place before Yoo Hyun could answer.

    And with that, the music began.

    Yuna’s three arranged versions of Anthem played one after the other.

    “First up is dubstep, then trap, then electro-pop,” she explained.

    Everyone closed their eyes as the music filled the room.

    Even Jay—who’d been fidgeting earlier—was now completely still. Just letting herself sink into the sound.

    The only ones with their eyes open were Yoo Hyun and the camera guy in the corner.

    
      God, I wish I could hear it… What kind of song is it now?
    

    Ever since losing his hearing, Yoo Hyun hadn’t felt thirst like this in a long time.

    His own song—remixed, rearranged by someone else—and he couldn’t hear a single note.

    What could be more painful for a composer?

    
      Then I’ll listen with my eyes instead.
    

    He focused on the members’ faces, one by one. Watching how they moved.

    Music doesn’t have to be heard. It can be seen, too.

    
      They like it.
    

    Arin gently swayed with her eyes closed.
 Kanna was subtly miming choreography, like it was forming in her head.
 Jay? She had a tiny smile on her lips—she’d clearly heard something that hit.

    Even without hearing, Yoo Hyun could tell.
 They felt the music. And they were loving it.

    
      “Wow, all three versions are amazing.”
    

    
      “Each one’s got its own color. How’d you even make all that in just two days?”
    

    When the last version ended, the room erupted with awe and admiration.

    Yuna’s stiff expression finally softened—just a little.

    
      “When every version’s this good, I guess it comes down to what the original composer intended…”
    

    Park began to say, then stopped himself.

    He was about to suggest choosing the one Yoo Hyun liked best, then realized.

    Yoo Hyun couldn’t hear them.

    He’d been so involved in the meeting, Park had genuinely forgotten.

    I wish I could ask him, Yuna thought, biting her lip.

    Where the inspiration had started, what ideas gave birth to the melody, what vision was in his head…

    Only he would truly know the full world behind Anthem.

    But now that she knew about his hearing loss, it felt like that answer had been locked away.

    And it stung.

    She’d poured so much into these arrangements—and now she couldn’t even hear what he thought.

    
      Wait a minute…
    

    Yoo Hyun blinked. The mood reminded him of a previous meeting.

    Back when people weren’t sure how to communicate with someone who couldn’t hear.

    Back when he’d responded not with words, but with a violin.

    
      “Would you like me to share my thoughts on the arrangements as the original composer?”
    

    
      “…Huh? Wait, you can do that?”
    

    Park’s eyes widened in pure disbelief.

    His face practically screamed: How?! That’s not possible, is it?

    
      “Could I ask you to play them one more time?”
    

    “R-Right now?” Yuna blinked fast, clearly thrown.

    
      “Just a second.”
    

    Creeeak.

    Yoo Hyun stood up and quietly walked forward.

    Everyone’s eyes followed him.

    Park. The girls. Even the cameraman had zoomed in, sensing something was happening.

    Yoo Hyun walked up to the subwoofer and placed his hand on top of it.

    
      “Okay. You can start the song now.”
    

    He said it with a calm, confident look—

    Like he really could hear it.
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    There’s a saying that all sound is vibration.

    When you pluck the strings of an instrument, the strings vibrate. Those vibrations move through the air in waves. And when those waves reach our eardrums, we perceive them as “sound.”

    To put it simply: when the air vibrates, your eardrum vibrates too—and that’s how we “hear.”

    So, hearing is basically just our body physically feeling vibration, processed through the ears into sound.

    
      “Wait... did he just put his hand on the subwoofer?”
    

    
      “What’s he doing that for?”
    

    That’s exactly why Yoo Hyun placed his hand on the subwoofer.
 To feel the vibrations.

    
      Because even without hearing, you can still understand music through vibration.
    

    Vibration plays a huge role in music, more than most people realize.
 Take the drums, for example. Especially the bass drum.

    Bass drums have always been used to imitate the beat of a heart.
 Played at 60, 100, 120, or even 200 bpm, they give off that deep thump, the same rhythm as our own bodies.

    Funny enough, people naturally like rhythms that mimic heartbeats.
 It’s instinctual—it connects to something primal, something alive.

    
      “You can play the track now.”
    

    Yoo Hyun wasn’t asking out of politeness.
 He wanted to feel the track.
 He needed to know if it hit that heartbeat—the pulse that makes music come alive.

    He couldn’t hear it, no.
 But he could still be moved by it.

    And if a song could make even him—him-the one who can’t hear—feel something?
 Then that music had truly done something special.

    ♬

    Music started filling the room.

    All three arranged versions of Anthem—
 Yuna’s remixes, one after the other.

    Yoo Hyun closed his eyes.
 And with one hand on the subwoofer, he listened—not with his ears, but with his skin.

    He felt it all.
 Every thump, every quake, every ripple.
 He absorbed it calmly, quietly, like he was meditating.

    When the final note faded—

    
      “…I’ve heard enough.”
    

    His voice was clear and certain.

    
      “The first version fits my intention the best.”
    

    Boom. Just like that.

    A pause fell over the room.

    Nobody said anything.
 Not because they disagreed.
 But because… they didn’t get it.

    Why that version?

    
      “Would you mind… telling us why you chose that one?”
    

    Yuna was the first to speak up.
 She needed to know. After all, she had arranged the tracks.

    
      What was it? What made that version stand out to him?
    

    She wasn't alone—everyone was wondering the same thing.

    
      “I felt the vibration.”
    

    Yoo Hyun’s voice was quiet, but firm.

    He slowly opened and closed his hand, as if remembering how it had felt.

    
      “The bass and drums… it felt like they were pounding against my chest.”
    

    He didn’t know much about dubstep.
 But the rush of it—the energy—it was undeniable.

    That intense, chest-rattling vibration.
 It gave him a sense of thrill and tension.

    
      “While feeling that, I imagined the sound in my head—your drums layered onto my original melody.”
    

    He couldn’t actually hear what it sounded like.

    But he imagined it.

    Using the rhythm in his hand, the memory in his head, and his own creativity,
 He pieced together the music in his mind.

    The aggressive dubstep.
 The sweeping orchestra.
 Merging together.

    Creating a version of Anthem that pulsed with urgency, with tension—
 Everything he’d originally wanted, but had felt was missing before.

    
      “When I wrote this song, what I struggled with was that exact sense of drive, of intensity. And this version… it gave me that.”
    

    Yoo Hyun knew his explanation sounded flimsy.

    “I know this probably sounds silly to all of you.”
 “And I get it—it’s all just in my head. Just imagined sound. That’s not how a composer is supposed to judge things.”

    He took a breath.
 Then finished:

    
      “But still, I felt it. I felt the echo I was searching for. And that’s why I chose it.”
    

    Silence.

    By any standard, that answer should’ve sounded vague, even unprofessional.

    But no one in that room could dismiss it.

    Because—

    
      “Didn’t he create Anthem that way, too?”
    

    Everyone was thinking it.

    If they doubted what he “heard” in his head now…
 They’d be doubting the very way Anthem came to exist.

    And that wasn’t something anyone could deny.

    
      “You’re serious?”
    

    
      “Yes. Completely.”
    

    His voice held so much certainty, it sounded like he’d actually heard the music.

    Not imagine it. Heard it.

    Who could argue with that?

    No one.

    The girls didn’t even try. They just sat there, quietly thinking it over.

    Then Arin spoke up.

    
      “I felt the same.”
    

    Her voice was soft, careful.

    “All three were good, really. But the first one… that one got me the most hyped.”
 “The beat was so strong, so fast—it got my heart racing.”

    When Arin opened the floor, Kanna quickly followed:

    
      “Me too! That was the one that made me wanna dance the most!”
    

    She even made a tiny dance gesture with her hand.

    
      “And it’s dubstep, right? We’re planning our comeback around festival season…”
    

    That was true—nothing official, but if everything stayed on track, their comeback was about three months out.

    Right in time for college festivals.

    
      “Dubstep during festival season…”
    

    Just imagine: a crowd of college students, wild energy, loud speakers…

    
      “That’d be insane. Total 
      
        Waterbomb
      
       vibes.”
    

    Students jumping through fountains, dancing through mist, screaming with joy—
 With that heavy, fast dubstep beat shaking the ground beneath them?

    
      “How could we 
      
        not
      
       do that?”
    

    Just picturing it made her skin tingle.

    
      “Jay, what about you?”
    

    Park Jung-hoo looked toward the last member.

    “Hmm. I mean, I liked the song too.”
 “But honestly? There’s something else that’s making me really like it.”

    Something else?

    Park raised an eyebrow.

    
      “We’re filming all of this, right?”
    

    
      “Yeah, why?”
    

    Jay smirked like she’d just thought of a goldmine.

    “The part where Composer-nim puts his hand on the subwoofer to feel the music?”
 “That’s going into the making film. That’s viral content right there.”

    She wasn’t even trying to hide it.

    Jay was shameless like that—sometimes more interested in the buzz than the work.

    But she was also the most business-minded of them all.

    
      “We could blow that up online.”
    

    Behind-the-scenes footage.
 A livestream.
 Even a “Subwoofer Challenge.”

    Especially now, when viral clips could make or break a comeback?

    Even a short clip of that moment could be huge.

    And if nothing else, she could just talk about it in interviews. Drop it as a story.

    Gold.

    “Whoa… I didn’t even think of that.”
 “Seriously, that’d be insane.”

    Arin and Kanna were both nodding like crazy.
 Just like Jay, they were already picturing it in their heads—
 Yoo Hyun, the composer who lost his hearing, places his hand on the subwoofer to feel the vibrations.
 And that scene being captured, shared with fans?

    
      “That’s crazy inspiring. Like—goosebumps-level stuff.”
    

    A deaf composer uses vibrations to finish a song.
 And that very song becomes Sugar Girls’ comeback track?

    
      “This is literally the stuff of legends…”
    

    But even as the idea floated in the air, Park Jung-hoo, their team lead, didn’t jump in right away.

    
      “Yeah, it’s cool content, sure. But we can’t cross the line.”
    

    He didn’t want Yoo Hyun to feel like a spectacle.

    Some stories are meant to inspire, not to be exploited.
 Especially not when disability could be reduced to a gimmick—even unintentionally.

    Sure, no one in that room would’ve laughed or belittled what happened…
 But still. Gotta be careful.

    So he gently brought things back to the core.

    
      “Anyway, music’s what matters most here. Jay, from a musical standpoint, did you like track one best, too?”
    

    Jay paused for a beat, then grinned.

    
      “Let’s ask Yuna.”
    

    “Yuna? Why her?” Park looked puzzled.

    Jay shrugged.

    
      “Well, Arin and Kanna both loved it. If Yuna’s in too, then that’s basically the public vote right there.”
    

    
      “...Fair enough.”
    

    Park nodded slowly.

    After all, these girls weren’t just idols—they knew what people liked.
 They knew what dances hit hardest, what vibes people clicked with.
 So if all three were on the same page?

    That was more than enough of a sign.

    
      “Alright then, Yuna? What do you think?”
    

    
      “Track one’s my favorite, too.”
    

    No hesitation.

    
      “Hmm?”
    

    The truth was, Yuna had already made up her mind the moment Yoo Hyun spoke.

    
      “My arrangement made the original composer feel something…?”
    

    He said it hit him like a heartbeat.
 It gave him chills.
 As someone who rearranged the song, what better compliment could there be?

    But of course, she didn’t say all that out loud.
 That’d be way too embarrassing in front of everyone.

    So instead, she played it cool:

    “You know how trends come back around every 20 years, right?”
 “The last time dubstep blew up was around 2010. Feels like we’re due for a revival. Y2K came back recently, too.”

    
      “Huh. That actually makes a lot of sense.”
    

    It did.

    If trend cycles really were around 20 years, dubstep could totally make a comeback right about now.

    
      “Yeah… I think that seals it.”
    

    Park Jung-hoo nodded again.

    It had been a while since everyone agreed on a direction like this.
 No need to overthink it.

    
      “Alright then. We’ll go with track one.”
    

    Just like that, the arrangement for Anthem was officially decided.

    A new genre born from dubstep and orchestral music—“Dubkestra.”

    
      “It’s the perfect power move for Sugar Girls to reinvent themselves.”
    

    Whether it’d be a hit or a total flop…
 That was something they’d only know after it was out in the world.

    But for some reason, Park had a really good feeling about it.

    
      “Can’t even remember the last time all the girls agreed on something.”
    

    These girls, who were more tuned in to trends than anyone else,
 Had just picked the same song—unanimously.

    That alone made it feel like the right choice.

    
      “Three months from now... I can’t wait.”
    

    His shiny bald head glistened with hopeful anticipation.
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    Once the song’s direction was locked in, everything else moved at lightning speed.

    
      “What about something like this?”
    

    Kanna was especially fired up.

    The second the genre and vibe were set, she’d already pictured the entire group choreo in her head.

    She jumped up in front of the podium and started showing what she meant.

    
      “In the beginning, we kept it more freeform, each person doing their own thing…”
    

    The intro would be loose, expressive, and show each member’s individuality.

    
      “Then, just like the composer said, we tighten up the formation during the build-up, and the moment the beat drops—”
    

    
      “Boom!”
    

    That’s when the full group choreography would slam in.

    “Arin and Jay, you two stand here, then go one step, two step, and hit! You get what I mean, right?”
 “Like this, right?”

    Jay and Arin casually joined her, lining up and hitting the move perfectly in sync.

    Like they’d rehearsed it a hundred times.

    
      “Wait, there’s no way this is the first time they’re trying this… right?”
    

    It was the first time.

    No practice, no planning—and still, they were completely on the same wavelength. Every move snapped into place like magic.

    “Since we’re going with techwear, just imagine each of us with a gun. We go for a ‘reload’ move during the killing part.”
 “Like this?”
 “Exactly—reload, click, and boom—hit it together.”

    The choreography, combined with the futuristic feel of the techwear concept, made them look like a squad of warrior girls charging into battle.

    
      “This… this is what pros look like.”
    

    No wonder people called them top-tier.
 They could pull off choreography from vibes alone.

    While everyone else was wrapped up in dancing, Yuna was laser-focused on lyrics.
 She sat close beside Yoo Hyun, deep in thought.

    
      “So… ‘Changa’ in English is 
      
        hymn
      
      , right? And that sounds like ‘him.’”
    

    She tapped away at her laptop as she spoke.

    
      “So what if we make the chorus center around that word—like, ‘give me strength’ or something along those lines…”
    

    She started tossing around words like daze, fear, struggle, despair—muttering sample lines, rearranging ideas aloud.

    
      “Or we could go the other way—focus on praise and strength, and use onomatopoeia in the chorus. Something like ‘la la la’—really melodic.”
    

    Then, she paused and turned to Yoo Hyun.

    
      “What do you think, Composer-nim?”
    

    Their eyes met.

    
      “Feels like… we’ve gotten closer.”
    

    Ever since he gave feedback on her arrangement, she’d been more casual, more warm toward him.

    It was surreal, honestly.
 Having a famous idol treat him like a peer—it felt kind of… weirdly nice.

    “I think words like struggle or despair are perfect for the first verse,” Yoo Hyun replied calmly.
 “Then maybe in the second verse, switch to something brighter and more uplifting.”

    As the original composer, he shared his thoughts plainly.

    
      “Though really, I’m just here to give the green light.”
    

    Lyrics weren’t exactly his area.

    That was Yuna’s domain—she was the pro.
 And when someone like her had an idea, it was usually the right one.

    
      “Alright! I’ll start building it out in that direction, then.”
    

    She quickly jotted down keywords to shape the lyrics.

    
      “Also… can I ask something?”
    

    
      “Sure. What’s up?”
    

    
      “Since we’re doing a dubstep-orchestra hybrid, I think we’ll need more edits. The original track’s pretty tightly packed…”
    

    What she meant was: how much of the original was she allowed to change?

    Yoo Hyun understood instantly.

    
      “Do whatever you want with it. Really.”
    

    
      “You mean that?”
    

    
      “Of course.”
    

    Normally, rearranging someone else’s song was touchy business.

    Push too far, and it becomes an entirely different track.
 Ignore the composer’s intent, and you risk losing the soul of the song.

    But Yoo Hyun had no hesitation.

    
      “If my music touched someone enough to inspire them, then that’s more than enough for me. Just like how your arrangement moved 
      
        me
      
      .”
    

    He smiled softly.

    ‘Anthem’ even made it this far because someone else believed in him.

    It was Park Jung-hoo who first saw something in his work and brought him to Saem Entertainment.

    
      “Now, it’s your turn, Yuna.”
    

    From here on, it was Yuna’s job to finish the arrangement and lyrics.
 Only then would the song become complete, true art, ready for the world.

    ‘Anthem’ wasn’t just his anymore.
 It belonged to everyone who poured themselves into it.

    
      “I just want you to create something that will move people. In your own way.”
    

    That’s how Yoo Hyun saw the true end goal of art.
 Not ownership, but resonance.

    
      “Something that moves people…”
    

    Yuna whispered, almost in a trance.

    It had been so long since she heard someone speak about music like this, from its very essence.

    Most composers only cared about catchy hooks, not disrupting the melody, or trends.

    But Yoo Hyun…

    
      “Is this why he could write a song like that?”
    

    When she’d first heard ‘Anthem,’ it struck her like a thunderbolt.

    The epic feel of a holy war, the overwhelming power, and yet—underneath it all—a deep, thrilling sense of excitement.

    She’d wondered who could create something like that.

    Now, as her eyes drifted toward Yoo Hyun—

    
      “I feel inspired just looking at him.”
    

    The same way his music moved her, she now wanted to move others, too.

    And with full creative control in her hands, ideas were flooding in.

    She actually couldn’t wait to wrap up this meeting and get back to the studio.

    
      “I’ll do my best to move people. With the arrangement. And the lyrics too.”
    

    With that, the meeting finally ended.

    
      “Alright, let’s lock everything in.”
    

    The girls stretched their arms out, yawning and shaking off the long session.

    Meanwhile, Yuna was still typing away at her laptop, like she was possessed.

    
      “Composer-nim, thank you so much for today.”
    

    Park Jung-hoo turned to Yoo Hyun with a nod.

    
      “Thank you, too, Team Leader.”
    

    
      “Haha, hope it wasn’t too much for you?”
    

    Four hours straight—music direction, styling, choreography, concept.
 Basically, the entire blueprint for ‘Anthem.’

    For someone new like Yoo Hyun, it had to be exhausting.

    
      “Not at all. I actually had fun.”
    

    His answer was calm, but his expression said it wasn’t just politeness—he really meant it.

    
      “Huh. He’s not lying.”
    

    Most new composers get bored during these meetings.

    They barely speak, rarely contribute.

    But Yoo Hyun?
 Despite not even being able to hear, he stayed focused the entire six hours.
 If Park had been in his shoes, he couldn’t have done the same.

    
      “Glad to hear that. From here on, we’re heading into production, so you probably won’t need to visit the office again.”
    

    Park started wrapping up the session.

    
      “But if you want to join us for the recording sessions, feel free to come by the studio. Usually, composers don’t attend, but if you’d like to be involved, we’ll make it work.”
    

    He didn’t have to invite him.
 But after seeing Yoo Hyun feel music through vibrations, Park just felt he should.

    Maybe he could still catch something—some resonance—during the process.

    
      “I’d love that. I think it’d be a great experience.”
    

    
      “Cool, I’ll let you know once we lock down the schedule… Oh, right! Since you came all this way, do you want any merch or something?”
    

    
      “Hmm… merch…”
    

    Yoo Hyun’s eyes lit up for a second.

    
      “Could I… maybe get the members’ autographs?”
    

    
      “Autographs? Of course!”
    

    Park looked at him, surprised.

    He didn’t seem like the type to be into idols.

    Usually, you could tell by someone’s energy or expressions.

    
      “Is it for a friend or something?”
    

    “One of my close hyungs has been a hardcore fan of Sugar Girls for 10 years.”
 “Oh wow, a long-time Sugboong! Then we have to give him a signed limited-edition LP. No question.”

    Park Jung-hoo chuckled, adding that it’s a collector’s item, so reselling it would be a big no-no.

    “Wait, that means he’s been a fan since our debut, right?”
 “Whoa! You scared me!”

    Suddenly, Yuna popped up between Yoo Hyun and Jung-hoo.

    Did Hyung really like them since his debut?
 Yoo Hyun decided to just stick to what he knew.

    “He said he never missed a concert or event. Bought every CD and all the merch.”
 “That makes him a really precious fan to us.”

    Yuna paused for a moment, then casually said:

    
      “Should we do a video call for him?”
    

    Like it was no big deal.

    But her words hit the meeting room like a thunderclap.

    “H-Huh? Wait, Yuna—you’re serious?”
 “No way… Yuna’s really gonna do it?”

    This was huge.
 Yuna was known as the most introverted member of Sugar Girls.

    Like, textbook introvert. So much that fans joked she was like a doll—pretty and quiet, rarely initiating fan service.

    Usually, Jay would lead, and Yuna might awkwardly smile in the background.

    
      “…But this isn’t just anyone. He’s been a Sugboong for 10 years.”
    

    And now Yuna herself was offering to do a video call.

    If any other fan heard this, they’d probably pass out from jealousy.

    
      “Ah, then I’ll take you up on that. Thank you.”
    

    Yoo Hyun, completely unaware of how rare this was, responded calmly.
 He just figured his hyung would be thrilled to talk to an idol in person.

    So he called Sang-chul.

    
      Ring... ring...
    

    
      “Everyone, gather around!”
    

    As the call tone played, all the girls huddled around the phone.
 Jay was already clearing her throat like she was prepping for a performance.

    And then—
 Beep.

    
      “Hey, hyung…”
    

    
      Click.
    

    The call cut off. Just like that.

    “……”
 “……”

    Everyone exchanged confused looks.

    Then Yoo Hyun got a text:

    
      [Sang-chul hyung]: I think I hit the wrong button and hung up.
    

    
      “Ah… It’s been over 10 years since I last made a call.”
    

    Of course.
 He hadn’t used the phone at all since losing his hearing—this was literally the first time since then.

    So Yoo Hyun quickly shot off another message:

    
      [Yoo Hyun]: If you don’t answer this time, you’ll regret it for the rest of your life.
    

    He dialed again.

    This time, Sang-chul picked up.

    
      “What the—? 
      
        You’re
      
       calling me? And it’s a 
      
        video
      
       call??”
    

    Sang-chul looked completely relaxed, scratching his belly in a tank top.
 Clearly enjoying his weekend.

    And also completely unaware of what was about to happen.

    
      “Why aren’t you saying anything? And who are all these people with you…?”
    

    His eyes scanned the phone screen, confused.

    A sudden video call after years of silence, with strangers in the frame—it made no sense.

    Until… he started recognizing faces.

    
      “…Huh?”
    

    He blinked.

    Rubbed his eyes.

    Then blinked again.
 His face was like: Wait… is this real?

    Jay, sensing the timing was perfect, raised her voice cheerfully.

    
      “Two, three! So Sweet! We’re Sugar Girls!”
    

    
      “………”
    

    
      “Hello~? You know who we are, right?”
    

    
      “………”
    

    
      “Hmm, maybe you don’t. Was that stuff about being a 10-year Sugboong just a lie?”
    

    Jay teased with a playful smile.

    But Sang-chul just mumbled to himself:

    
      “Is this a new kind of scam? Man, deepfakes have gotten scary good…”
    

    Jay clearly knew how to handle moments like this.

    
      “Haha! No tricks here. We just heard from composer Yoo Hyun that you’re close, so we wanted to say hi!”
    

    
      “…No way.”
    

    And when it finally clicked that this was all 100% real…

    
      “AAAAAHHHHH! HONEY! SU-JIN!! GET IN HERE, RIGHT NOW!!”
    

    Sang-chul’s scream practically echoed through the meeting room.

    
      “H-Hi!! I’m Park Sang-chul!!”
    

    The guy looked like Christmas had come three months early.

    “I swear I’m a real fan! Look—this is our debut album! SU-JIN, BRING THE ALBUM!!”
 “O-Okay!! Hold on!!”

    And just like that, the big “Anthem” concept meeting came to a close—

    Leaving behind a Sugboong who’d just received the greatest surprise of his fan life.
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