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    Chapter 1 



    



     



    



    —–CROW—– 



    



     



    



    The dragon Britra, called the highest-flying dragon, plummeted to the ground. It wasn't by its own will. It was a forced fall.



    



     



    



    A vicious dragon that even a nation's army feared to confront.  Surprisingly, it was a single man who brought down this monster.



    



     



    



    "Haah... Haah..."



    



     



    



    The man, who barely managed to kick off the dragon's back and land on the ground just before Britra crashed, exhaled raggedly.



    



     



    



    He was exhausted. His injuries were severe.  It wouldn't be strange if he collapsed right now and never woke up again.



    



     



    



    Like most of the "Players" summoned on the day of the "Great Summoning," the man's appearance was somewhat excessively flamboyant.



    



     



    



    His black combat uniform, which must have been entirely jet-black before being stained with the dragon's blood, was reminiscent of a thief or assassin.  His left arm was tightly wrapped in bandages, and his right arm was coiled with chains, as if they were a substitute for bandages.



    



     



    



    His hair, which reached just below his shoulders, was green.



    



     



    



    Traces of green light lingered in his eyes, set within his pale face.



    



     



    



    The man stabbed both swords, one in each hand, into the ground.  Struggling to calm his ragged breathing, he reached out towards the empty air.



    



     



    



    Characters formed from light appeared in the man's mind.



    



     



    



    [Remaining Survival Time: 11 hours 37 minutes 12 seconds]



    



     



    



    [Remaining Kron: 12,000]



    



     



    



    [* Would you like to purchase Survival Time with Kron?]



    



     



    



    Roughly 11 hours.



    



     



    



    This time, it was truly a close call. What would have happened if he had missed the dragon?



    



     



    



    Shaking his head involuntarily at the dizzying thought, the man purchased time without hesitation.



    



     



    



    The 'Remaining Survival Time,' which served as the starkest reminder of his march towards death, increased instantly.



    



     



    



    The man simply lay down on the ground.



    



     



    



    Dissecting the dragon's corpse, collecting items, contacting his anxiously waiting comrades—all of that could wait.



    



     



    



    If you reach the 'Ending,' you can return to the original world.



    



     



    



    The single promise given to the Players summoned to this strange otherworld.



    



     



    



    The man.



    



     



    



    Choi Kang-seok, the one and only fighting game Player among the 3,721 surviving Players, clenched his fist.



    



     



    



    The day of the Great Summoning, which changed everything.



    



     



    



    It had already been a year since then.



    



     



    



    —–CROW—– 



    



     



    



    #Only READ at DarkstarTranslations



    



     

  
    Chapter 2 



    



     



    



    —–CROW—– 



    



     



    



    Snow fell prettily from a pitch-black, starless sky.



    



     



    



    December 31st. 11:48 PM, racing towards midnight.



    



     



    



    The young man, having dashed up the dreary stairs of his goshiwon, hurriedly stood in front of his door. Perhaps because he was in a rush, his hand trembled slightly as he pressed the keypad lock.



    



     



    



    "Still 49 minutes."



    



     



    



    Checking his smartphone clock, the young man hurried inside. A small room, barely fitting a single bed and a desk, greeted him.



    



     



    



    His face still retained a youthful air.



    



     



    



    Around twenty years old, certainly no older than his early twenties at most.



    



     



    



    The young man quickly took off his shoes and turned on his laptop, which sat neatly on the desk. Even as the operating system booted up, he anxiously checked the time on his smartphone.



    



     



    



    11:50 PM.



    



     



    



    Ten minutes until the server shutdown.



    



     



    



    Various icons were appearing on the laptop screen, but it hadn't finished booting up yet.



    



     



    



    The young man quickly reached out and grabbed the joystick placed in the corner of the desk. It was a device that connected to the laptop via USB.



    



     



    



    'I wonder if I can get in one last game?'



    



     



    



    11:51 PM.



    



     



    



    As soon as the booting finished, the young man, in a combative posture, hammered at the keyboard, entering his ID and password.



    



     



    



    Fighter Online.



    



     



    



    An online game centered around a "fighting game," a genre that was now hard to find even a trace of, especially since the decline of arcades across the country.



    



     



    



    It had been in service for eight years.



    



     



    



    At its launch, fighting game enthusiasts from all over the country flocked to it, resulting in a bustling scene, but those were the old days.



    



     



    



    Ultimately, unable to defy the trends of the gaming world, the number of users had steadily declined, and finally, a notice announcing the termination of the game service this autumn had been posted.



    



     



    



    It was because they couldn't solve the so-called "hardcore player" problem, often cited as the limitation of fighting games.



    



     



    



    Fighting games were primarily about competing against others, which meant the existing users' skill level itself became a barrier to entry.



    



     



    



    Newbies were just starting, but all available opponents were hardcore veterans.



    



     



    



    The wall was too high to simply "lose and learn" in the beginning.



    



     



    



    Imagine it.  Would it be fun if, while you were still fumbling around trying to figure out how to use the skills, your opponents were all monsters who could pull off 108-hit combos as a basic move?



    



     



    



    Of course, the veterans knew that the game couldn't survive without newbies, so they tried their best to throw a match, or just go easy on them, but even that had its limits.



    



     



    



    Whether they threw a match or went easy, it was ultimately meaningless for the newbies.



    



     



    



    How would you feel if your opponent just took a beating in one out of three matches, and then completely dominated you in the other two?



    



     



    



    It would feel more like being mocked.



    



     



    



    'Is it inevitable?'



    



     



    



    For the young man, who had been enjoying the game since its open beta, it was a deeply regrettable situation, but truly unavoidable.



    



     



    



    A single fan couldn't control the termination of a game service.



    



     



    



    'Since it's the last time, it's only right to log in with my main character, right?'



    



     



    



    The defining feature of Fighter Online was its incredibly free-form customization system.



    



     



    



    Not only the character's appearance but also the skills and combos used in the game could be customized within certain rules.



    



     



    



    It was a desperate measure proposed by the developers to overcome the shortened lifespan of games due to limited character selection.



    



     



    



    As expected of a character selection screen for a user who had been playing the game for eight years, all sixty-four slots were filled.



    



     



    



    His eyes first went to the character he had played most recently, the last female character he had created.



    



     



    



    Snow-white skin and golden hair that reached down near her buttocks.



    



     



    



    She wore revealing, tight-fitting red leather clothing, and possessed an unrealistically perfect figure, befitting a game character.



    



     



    



    At the sight of the character winking and beckoning seductively, the young man involuntarily moved his mouse, but then changed his mind.



    



     



    



    Hadn't he said it himself? Since it's the last time, he should log in with his main character.



    



     



    



    In the first slot stood a handsome young man dressed entirely in black, except for his skin, eyes, and hair.



    



     



    



    His eyes were different colors, blue and red, and black lines extended from the corners of his eyes across his pale cheeks, resembling tattoos.  As if that wasn't enough, his right hand was wrapped in bandages, and he held an eyepatch in his hand, presumably to cover his red right eye.



    



     



    



    The character's name, embodying the epitome of chuunibyou, was "Dark Destiny Lord."



    



     



    



    It was the most senior character, having been with the young man since the open beta.



    



     



    



    Staring at Dark Destiny Lord, the young man let out an involuntary wry smile.



    



     



    



    It was a ridiculous thing for someone barely in his early twenties to say, but perhaps it was a mistake of his youth?



    



     



    



    There was a time when he genuinely thought both the appearance and the name were cool.



    



     



    



    11:53 PM.



    



     



    



    The young man, having logged in, was greeted by a nearly empty lobby screen. Only the NPCs in the corner of the screen stood as always, repeating their given lines.



    



     



    



    "Even though it's the last time..."



    



     



    



    There was a time when this lobby used to be full.  There were dozens of lobby channels in the capital of Fighter Online's world, "Enerheim."



    



     



    



    But now there was only one lobby channel. And even that was usually empty like this.



    



     



    



    11:54 PM.



    



     



    



    Staring blankly at the lobby, the young man hurriedly opened the cash item-exclusive item window.



    



     



    



    As a fighting game, Fighter Online didn't have items, but since they still needed to make money, this cash item window existed.



    



     



    



    It contained minor clothing items that could alter appearance and chat-related items that didn't affect gameplay itself, like the eyepatch Dark Destiny Lord was holding.



    



     



    



    'Surely I'm not the only one, right?'



    



     



    



    No matter how dead the game was, and even right before the server shutdown, there should be a few other users logged in.



    



     



    



    The young man double-clicked the Heartphone, an item that could broadcast a message throughout Enerheim.



    



     



    



    300 won each.



    



     



    



    But they were all going to disappear in a little over five minutes anyway.



    



     



    



    Dark Destiny Lord: [Anyone logged in?]



    



     



    



    Late-Night Cat: [Oh! I knew there would be someone!]



    



     



    



    Stir-Fried Noodles: [Wow, this is my first time using a Heartphone! I couldn't use it before because it was a cash item lol]



    



     



    



    HelloAgainToday: [Me too lol I just hoarded the ones I got from events lol]



    



     



    



    StarHunter☆: [What kind of nickname is that lolololol Chuunibyou?]



    



     



    



    Almost as soon as he finished typing, four lines of text popped up in succession.  As expected, there were other people. The last sentence was a bit irritating, but even he admitted his name was chuunibyou-ish, so he wasn't angry.



    



     



    



    He felt a strange sense of satisfaction at the fact that he wasn't alone in this moment, as the "world" of Fighter Online was ending.



    



     



    



    Dark Destiny Lord: [It's a nickname I made during open beta.]



    



     



    



    StarHunter☆: [Seriously? How many years ago was that? This guy's a total grandpa, a total grandpa.]



    



     



    



    HelloAgainToday: [Not a veteran, but ancient oil lol Agreed agreed]



    



     



    



    Solomon: [Huh, this dead game still hasn't died.  What are you guys doing playing this on New Year's Eve?]



    



     



    



    Stir-Fried Noodles: [What about you lol]



    



     



    



    Laughter burst out involuntarily, despite the trivial conversation.



    



     



    



    A full eight years.



    



     



    



    It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say he spent a third of his life with this game.  It was just a game, but he couldn't help but feel a special attachment to it.



    



     



    



    Stir-Fried Noodles: [Ugh, it's already 56 minutes. Is it over now? Is this really the end? I played this for 5 years.]



    



     



    



    Four minutes left.



    



     



    



    In four minutes, the server would go down, and Fighter Online would be over.



    



     



    



    It was bittersweet, but inevitable.  And in truth, this feeling of regret would surely disappear in a few days.



    



     



    



    It was just a game.  Only a game.



    



     



    



    Solomon: [I thought this game had a lot of potential, so I had high hopes, but is this all the people left...?  It's a bit disappointing.]



    



     



    



    StarHunter☆: [Even if it has potential, fighting games are a bit much these days.  Even I, a veteran, admit it.]



    



     



    



    HelloAgainToday: [Sob sob No newbies.]



    



     



    



    Stir-Fried Noodles: [Sob sob 3 minutes left.]



    



     



    



    Late-Night Cat: [Ugh. I want a private server. I want to keep playing.]



    



     



    



    Dark Destiny Lord: [Me too.]



    



     



    



    He gave a short reply without thinking. He might as well have said he hit the keyboard reflexively.



    



     



    



    Because he meant it.



    



     



    



    He wanted to keep playing. He didn't want to let it go like this.



    



     



    



    He hadn't been able to log in often lately.



    



     



    



    He was only twenty-two, having finished his military service earlier than others due to his early birthday, but he was still a college student who had returned after completing his service.



    



     



    



    He wasn't in a position to enjoy games leisurely like before.  But that made him feel even more attached.



    



     



    



    His character standing alone in the empty lobby.



    



     



    



    His companion in the game, created eight years ago, and with whom he had spent the longest time.



    



     



    



    StarHunter☆: [It's 59 minutes.  1 minute left until server shutdown.]



    



     



    



    Late-Night Cat: [See you again someday!]



    



     



    



    StarHunter☆: [Will you even recognize each other if you meet?]



    



     



    



    Late-Night Cat: [Just in case!]



    



     



    



    StarHunter☆: [Alright!  It's on me if we meet! If we meet! lol]



    



     



    



    HelloAgainToday: [I'll chip in too lol]



    



     



    



    Stir-Fried Noodles: [lol Anyway, everyone, eat well and live well!]



    



     



    



    Dark Destiny Lord: [Happy New Year!]



    



     



    



    StarHunter☆ was right.



    



     



    



    They weren't even in the same guild or clan, just people who chatted a little in the general chat.  What did "meeting again" even mean?



    



     



    



    Still, every single one of those greetings felt heartwarming.



    



     



    



    They were the people who shared the last moments of Fighter Online, so what did it matter if they were strangers?



    



     



    



    12:00 AM sharp.



    



     



    



    [Thank you to all the users who have been with Fighter Online for the past 8 years. We hope to see you again someday in a new form.]



    



     



    



    A generic message appeared, and the screen went black. The login music, so familiar he could sing along from beginning to end, flowed from the laptop speakers.



    



     



    



    The staff roll in white letters, occasionally interspersed with scenes from various locations in Enerheim, and scenes of users battling.



    



     



    



    The young man, his eyes welling up despite it being "just a game," stared at the laptop for a long time before getting up.  Leaving the laptop as it was, he threw himself onto the bed.



    



     



    



    'It's over. Starting tomorrow, I'm giving up games and everything and just studying like crazy for a while. Adieu, my gaming life.'



    



     



    



    Get a decent TOEIC score, manage his grades...



    



     



    



    But why?



    



     



    



    Was it because he had let go of Fighter Online?



    



     



    



    An unknown sense of helplessness seemed to weigh him down.  He had originally intended to change his clothes and take a shower, but he ended up closing his eyes just like that.



    



     



    



    The sound of the music lingered in his ears.



    



     



    



    He was only twenty-two, even after completing his military service.



    



     



    



    Instead of getting up and closing his laptop, the young man hummed along to the song.  He did so for a while before drifting off to sleep.



    



     



    



    And when he opened his eyes again,



    



     



    



    He was faced with a completely different scene.



    



     



    



    —–CROW—– 



    



     



    



    #Only READ at DarkstarTranslations



    



     

  
    Chapter 3



    



     



    



    —–CROW—– 



    



     



    



    “Ah.”



    



     



    



    It’s common for someone just waking up to be disoriented.  That's why the young man—Choi Kang-seok—blinked with a slightly dazed expression.



    



     



    



    “Ugh.”



    



     



    



    I didn’t want to get up. But I had to. Even though it was still his break from school, he had a mountain of things to do, from TOEIC classes to his part-time job.



    



     



    



    Still, Kang-seok closed his eyes and stretched his arm out. He intended to check the time on his smartphone, which he had placed on the desk right next to his bed.



    



     



    



    But he couldn't reach it.



    



     



    



    “Huh?”



    



     



    



    It wasn't even a desk, to begin with. His fingertips touched a hard floor, sand, and pebbles.



    



     



    



    It took a while for his sleep-addled body to register the discrepancy.



    



     



    



    But once he sensed something was off, he reacted instantly, as if his previous laziness had been a lie.



    



     



    



    Kang-seok’s eyes snapped open, and he first looked at the ceiling.  It was dark and hard to see, but it definitely wasn't the ceiling of his studio apartment.



    



     



    



    He suddenly felt his breath hitch with tension.  His eyes darted left and right.  With a speed that surprised even himself, he bolted upright.



    



     



    



    It was dark. Torches were placed on the walls, but the darkness was too thick for them to dispel completely.



    



     



    



    The floor, the walls, and the very high ceiling all seemed to be made of stone. Their original color appeared to be black or gray, but the torchlight made them look orange.



    



     



    



    He seemed to be in the middle of a corridor, open on both sides, but the darkness was so dense that he couldn’t see what was at either end.



    



     



    



    Kang-seok swallowed repeatedly.  His heart pounded as if it would burst.



    



     



    



    “Hoo, hoo, hoo…”



    



     



    



    Only after consciously regulating his breathing did he feel ready to move.



    



     



    



    The first thing he did was examine himself.



    



     



    



    “Bandages?”



    



     



    



    His right arm was wrapped in bandages. They were similar to what boxers wore during practice, except that the bandages covered almost his entire right arm, not just his hand and wrist.



    



     



    



    He wore black leather clothing.  It was a tight-fitting, full-body suit, so comfortable that it felt like he wasn't wearing anything at all.



    



     



    



    ‘At least my arms and legs are fine.’



    



     



    



    He had no trouble moving. No, in fact, he felt much better than usual.  His body felt as light as a feather, like he could take flight at any moment.



    



     



    



    But this was definitely not a situation to celebrate. Kang-seok touched the green hair that reached down to his shoulders with his fingertips. It wasn't a conscious action.  That's why he recoiled in surprise a moment later.



    



     



    



    Green.



    



     



    



    And his hair length was different too.



    



     



    



    A name suddenly flashed through his mind.



    



     



    



    ‘Dark Destiny Lord.’



    



     



    



    The bandages wrapped tightly around his right arm, the tight-fitting black leather suit, and the green hair were all characteristics of his main character in Fighter Online, "Dark Destiny Lord."



    



     



    



    “Cos…play?”



    



     



    



    He gave a shaky smile tinged with unease and shook his head.  Closing his eyes, he consciously regulated his breathing.



    



     



    



    How much time passed? When he finally opened his eyes again, he pulled one of the torches from its holder on the wall.



    



     



    



    It was the kind of torch and holder you'd see in a typical underground tomb in movies or games.



    



     



    



    Ahead and behind, relative to where he now stood with the torch.



    



     



    



    Both ends of the corridor were equally obscured by darkness. Kang-seok took a step forward.



    



     



    



    A clinking sound echoed from the studded leather boots that seemed designed to enhance combat prowess, and then his footsteps reverberated through the corridor.



    



     



    



    What was going on? Was he caught up in some sick prank?



    



     



    



    He consciously shut down his thoughts, trying to maintain his composure.



    



     



    



    “Ah.”



    



     



    



    Walking close to the left wall, Kang-seok stopped abruptly. He saw something beyond the torchlight.



    



     



    



    A huge silhouette.



    



     



    



    He raised the torch slightly, his gaze naturally following upwards. And then he froze.



    



     



    



    It was a monster. A red, vicious, and undeniably huge monster lay before him.



    



     



    



    It wasn't because he was particularly brave that he didn't scream.  Rather, he was too shocked.



    



     



    



    The hand holding the torch trembled slightly, but he didn't drop it.  He raised it higher and discovered something else besides the monster.



    



     



    



    A large sword was embedded in the monster’s chest. A skeleton, clad in impressive armor that looked like it belonged in a game, albeit partially broken, gripped the sword.  It looked as if it had died after thrusting the sword with all its might.



    



     



    



    When faced with a situation so absurd, laughter is often the only response.  That was the case for Kang-seok. After a few strained chuckles, he quickly swung the torch around.  Scattered on the floor, alongside what appeared to be the remains of the monster—bones and leather—were various other objects.



    



     



    



    Among them, what stood out were nearly ten swords.



    



     



    



    Most were broken or shattered, but a few looked intact.



    



     



    



    Kang-seok cautiously walked towards the nearest sword.  Still partially focused on the monster’s corpse, he slowly picked up the sword. He wanted to secure something that could serve as a weapon.



    



     



    



    But the moment he grasped the sword…



    



     



    



    He had to focus all his attention, even the part that had been on the monster, onto the sword.



    



     



    



    It wasn't because the sword felt incredibly real, or because expensive-looking jewels were embedded in the hilt and blade.



    



     



    



    It was because of the "string of characters" that appeared in his mind the moment he held it.



    



     



    



    ←↖↑↓→←↑↓+HS



    



     



    



    Supreme King's Backsword



    



     



    



    Kang-seok could only say one thing.



    



     



    



    “A special move command?”



    



     



    



    * * *



    



     



    



    Confusion was the first emotion to fill his mind.



    



     



    



    Shaking his head vigorously to clear his thoughts, he adjusted his grip on the sword. The blade was narrower than what he was used to seeing in games or movies, but otherwise, it looked like a "typical holy sword."



    



     



    



    A jet-black pommel and hilt embedded with jewels, and a pure white blade that looked like it was made of silver.



    



     



    



    The command appeared in his mind again.  Even blinking didn’t make it disappear.



    



     



    



    “I’m normal.”



    



     



    



    Muttering softly to himself, he moved towards another sword.  This one had a red hilt.



    



     



    



    “Hoo.”



    



     



    



    Swallowing hard, he put down the black sword and picked up the red one.



    



     



    



    →↗↑↓←→↓↑+S



    



     



    



    Flying Swallow Phoenix Sword



    



     



    



    A different special move command than before. It felt like he was recalling a command list from a strategy guide he had read in the past.



    



     



    



    “I don’t think I played games *that* much. Is this a dream? A lucid dream, then?”



    



     



    



    He spoke aloud deliberately. And because of that, he realized all the more that this wasn’t a dream.



    



     



    



    The heat from the torch, the characteristic chill of an underground space, the studded boots that clinked against the floor with every step.



    



     



    



    It felt too real to be a dream.  The same was true for the sword he held in his hand. It felt like it would cut him if he touched the blade with his finger.



    



     



    



    He counted to himself.



    



     



    



    One, two, three.



    



     



    



    It was a meaningless action, but it helped to calm him down.  Having regained his composure, the next thing he did was look back at the monster, not the swords.



    



     



    



    It had red skin and an abnormally large upper body. Horns protruded from various parts of its body, and its massive hands had long claws that could pass for blades.



    



     



    



    ‘It’s dead, right?’



    



     



    



    His gaze went to the skeleton slumped over the monster’s chest, still clutching the sword, but he couldn’t bring himself to reach out.



    



     



    



    He turned away with the torch and quickly distanced himself from the monster’s corpse.



    



     



    



    He made one decision.



    



     



    



    ‘Don’t think about it.’



    



     



    



    He wouldn’t think about why he was here, dressed like this.  Thinking about it would only lead to preposterous conclusions, and such speculation wouldn't help him in his current situation.



    



     



    



    ‘The wall.’



    



     



    



    It was stone. Cold. Torch holders were lined up at regular intervals, slightly above his head.



    



     



    



    He lit the unlit torches one by one, slowly moving along the wall.  By the time he had lit nine torches, he had secured a decent amount of light and could roughly make out the scene within the “room.”



    



     



    



    A large circular room and a long corridor.



    



     



    



    He had come through the corridor, and the monster’s corpse lay near the point where the corridor connected to the room.



    



     



    



    Now that he could see properly, it was quite an ornate room.  Intricate carvings adorned the occasional pillars and sarcophagi.



    



     



    



    A great battle had clearly taken place here. Cracks ran along the walls, and there were more than a few broken and damaged areas.



    



     



    



    ‘For now, it’s a dead end. Does the corridor I came from lead to the exit?’



    



     



    



    Once his mind started working, calmness replaced the confusion in his chest. This characteristic calmness was one of his strengths.



    



     



    



    “Okay, fine. Let’s just say this is the scene where a hero and Diablo killed each other.”



    



     



    



    This was his second priority. The first was his own condition.



    



     



    



    The attire of his Fighter Online main character, Dark Destiny Lord.



    



     



    



    ‘He’s shorter than me in the game settings.’



    



     



    



    Kang-seok’s actual height was a little over 180cm. But Dark Destiny Lord wasn’t. He had created the character in middle school, and speed-type characters had various penalties if they were too tall.



    



     



    



    ‘He’s probably around 170cm, right?’



    



     



    



    Perhaps because he was conscious of it, he felt a slight違和感 when he walked. He held the sword against his body to estimate his height.



    



     



    



    ‘I don’t know for sure, but I’ve definitely gotten shorter.’



    



     



    



    His clothes and height had been adjusted to match Dark Destiny Lord.  He could accept the former, but the latter was something that shouldn't be possible.



    



     



    



    But it had already happened.  So, what about everything else?



    



     



    



    He lightly touched his arm. The muscles he felt beneath the leather suit were no joke. He had worked out quite diligently before being discharged from the military because he had nothing better to do, but even then, he wasn't this built.



    



     



    



    ‘Especially the abs.’



    



     



    



    They were rock hard.  He experimentally lifted his shirt, and clearly defined, almost three-dimensional six-pack abs came into view.



    



     



    



    “Huh?”



    



     



    



    Involuntarily admiring himself, he then unbuckled his waistband.  He didn’t dare take his pants off, so he pulled them outwards to check inside.



    



     



    



    “Hmm.”



    



     



    



    He looked again.



    



     



    



    “Hmm hmm.”



    



     



    



    The same green as his hair. No, that wasn't the important part.



    



     



    



    “Hmm hmm hmm.”



    



     



    



    With a deeply satisfied expression, he put his pants back in place and took another deep breath.  He told himself,



    



     



    



    ‘Okay, fine.  Let’s just assume, for the sake of argument, that I’ve become Dark Destiny Lord.’



    



     



    



    His clothes had changed, his body had changed, everything had changed, so he would just accept it for now.  Figuring out why this had happened was a problem for later, as he had already decided.



    



     



    



    He picked up the sword he had placed on the floor.



    



     



    



    His body had become Dark Destiny Lord.  Then couldn’t he use special moves too?



    



     



    



    ‘No, it’s not that I want to try using special moves…’



    



     



    



    Making excuses to himself, he steeled his resolve and raised the sword. He focused his mind on the command that naturally came to mind.



    



     



    



    →↗↑↓←→↓↑+S



    



     



    



    Flying Swallow Phoenix Sword



    



     



    



    One.



    



     



    



    Two.



    



     



    



    He lowered the sword.  Muttering with an awkward expression, as if trying to hide his embarrassment,



    



     



    



    “How do I input the command?”



    



     



    



    —–CROW—– 
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    —–CROW—– 



    



     



    



    “Uhhh! Mmm!”



    



     



    



    Matching the strange groans, Kang-seok’s waist and hips moved in a bizarre fashion.  The way he twitched forward, then back, then up and down repeatedly was a pitiful sight.



    



     



    



    He had been trying to shift his center of gravity according to the directional inputs, but it seemed that wasn’t how it worked.



    



     



    



    ‘Well, there’s no guarantee the special move would even work anyway.’



    



     



    



    Trying to soothe his embarrassment, he looked around.  Fortunately, or unfortunately, there was no one to witness his awkward movements.



    



     



    



    “This can wait too.”



    



     



    



    It wasn’t something he should give up on entirely, but it wasn't something to obsess over either.



    



     



    



    He picked up two scabbards lying on the floor that seemed to fit the swords and sheathed them.



    



     



    



    Supreme King's Backsword and Flying Swallow Phoenix Sword.



    



     



    



    Dark Destiny Lord’s top had numerous loops and straps for attaching pouches, so there were plenty of places to hang weapons.  Having equipped both swords on his back, Kang-seok picked up another torch.



    



     



    



    He returned to the place where he had first woken up.



    



     



    



    He was quite curious about the dead monster and the skeleton lying on top of it—which definitely looked like it had slain the monster—but he still couldn't bring himself to examine them closely.



    



     



    



    Swallowing hard, he walked past the corpses and back into the corridor.



    



     



    



    He had woken up in a completely unfamiliar place, and his body had transformed.



    



     



    



    How would a normal person react in this situation?



    



     



    



    It would be rare to be completely paralyzed by panic.  There might be a delay, but eventually, they would move.  They were a living being, after all.



    



     



    



    In truth, he was also uneasy.  Waking up as a superhuman was a pleasant delusion, and it would have been great if it were true, but the reality of being transformed into an unexpected form in an unknown place was a different story.



    



     



    



    The corridor wasn't that long. It seemed he had initially collapsed about halfway down the corridor.



    



     



    



    Looking again, he could clearly see traces of battle in the corridor as well.  The fight between the monster in the room and the warrior—that's what he decided to call him for now—must have been incredibly fierce.



    



     



    



    At the end of the corridor was a wide staircase.  At least fifty steps, maybe? He could barely see the top by raising his torch high.



    



     



    



    He carefully started ascending the stairs. His body felt incredibly light and full of energy.  He experimentally hopped lightly and cleared more than seven steps at once. Considering it was a standing jump, it was an unrealistically powerful leap.



    



     



    



    “Could it be that I can also double jump and air dash?”



    



     



    



    The double jump and air dash were basic moves in Fighter Online.



    



     



    



    A double jump, as the name suggested, was jumping a second time in mid-air, and an air dash was propelling oneself forward or backward in mid-air.



    



     



    



    They were techniques only possible in a fighting game that completely disregarded the laws of physics, but perhaps, with this body, they might be possible.



    



     



    



    He bit his lower lip slightly.  He felt strangely nervous and excited at the same time.



    



     



    



    ‘Okay, I’m jumping.’



    



     



    



    He fixed his gaze on the top of the stairs. Lowering his stance, he put strength into his legs.



    



     



    



    “Kyaaaaaah!”



    



     



    



    It wasn’t him. The scream came from beyond the door at the top of the stairs.



    



     



    



    He reacted instinctively. He bounded up the remaining stairs and threw open the door.



    



     



    



    It was a square room.



    



     



    



    Thanks to the torches placed on the walls and corners, and the relatively small size of the room, there was plenty of light.



    



     



    



    A monster was dragging a woman away.



    



     



    



    It was black and bulky.  It had the head of a bull, and one of its two white horns, which curved upwards, was broken.  There were severe wounds all over its body, and it was bleeding profusely.



    



     



    



    The monster held the woman’s ankle in its hand. The woman, being dragged across the floor, was excessively flamboyant.



    



     



    



    A large, dark red officer’s cap sat atop her shimmering platinum blonde hair. She wore a black officer’s coat that looked like leather, but ridiculously, she wore a white bikini underneath.  The fact that she also wore proper military boots added to the incongruity.



    



     



    



    That was all he could process in that instant.  He had no time to observe further or to think.



    



     



    



    “Graaaah!”



    



     



    



    The monster roared loudly and threw the woman it had been dragging towards him.



    



     



    



    Dodge.



    



     



    



    Catch.



    



     



    



    In that split second, he chose the latter.  He managed to catch the woman, who had been flung towards him without a scream. She was heavy. Not because she was a large woman, but because the monster’s throw had been so powerful.



    



     



    



    “Huh?”



    



     



    



    His body floated up as if weightless. He had been standing in the doorway, so the moment he was pushed back, he was right at the edge of the stairs.



    



     



    



    The steep stairs. The empty space beyond.



    



     



    



    A situation where, according to the laws of gravity, he should have tumbled down the stairs.



    



     



    



    He kicked at the air. As if kicking off an invisible floor, he soared upwards, and the anomaly didn't end there.



    



     



    



    His body shot backward. Like a powerful backward leap, he moved several meters.



    



     



    



    And then a stable landing.



    



     



    



    Landing on his feet about halfway down the stairs, he gasped for breath.  He couldn't even comprehend what he had just done.



    



     



    



    Double jump and air dash.



    



     



    



    He looked up. The bull-headed monster poked its head out from the top of the stairs. Seeing Kang-seok standing on the stairs, it roared again and began charging down the stairs.



    



     



    



    He jumped.



    



     



    



    Instead of turning and running, he leaped. He kicked off the air again and moved backward.  Twice in a row.



    



     



    



    He landed on the floor with a stylish somersault. The woman in his arms, her face pale, hiccuped repeatedly, and the monster, seemingly surprised by his movements, stopped at the top of the stairs.



    



     



    



    He made a quick decision.  He set the woman down and drew the sword from his back.



    



     



    



    The monster was tired. Injured.  It was already severely wounded.



    



     



    



    So, I can win.  With Dark Destiny Lord’s body, this body capable of double jumps and air dashes, it was definitely possible.



    



     



    



    Of course, he was scared. It wasn't that he wasn't afraid. Just looking at the monster's face, gasping for breath, made him want to run away. But he couldn’t retreat.  This was a dead end, wasn't it?



    



     



    



    He exhaled slowly, as if to calm his nerves.  The monster, having shaken off its initial confusion, raised the brutal-looking axe in its right hand.



    



     



    



    Dark Destiny Lord was a speed-type character specializing in quick attacks.  His greatest advantage over the monster was undoubtedly speed.



    



     



    



    He charged straight ahead. The monster raised its axe-wielding hand high.



    



     



    



    The distance closed in an instant. He could see the monster’s eyes.



    



     



    



    The narrow staircase.  The bulky monster.  Dodging to either side would still put him within the monster’s reach.



    



     



    



    The monster swung its axe. He jumped.  Leaping vertically, he spun his body higher than the monster’s head.  He brought his sword down on the monster, whose back was completely exposed due to its axe swing.



    



     



    



    “Khah!”



    



     



    



    An unexpected sensation traveled through the tip of his sword.  The monster’s back split open, and dark red blood gushed out.



    



     



    



    But the monster didn’t die. He quickly lowered his stance.  The monster’s axe cleaved through the space where his head had just been.



    



     



    



    He hadn't dodged consciously.  It was pure luck.



    



     



    



    “Whoa!”



    



     



    



    He lunged forward, swinging his sword.  The monster, its balance broken from swinging its axe backward while on the stairs, stumbled greatly and finally tumbled down to the bottom.



    



     



    



    He pursued it. He had to strike a fatal blow now and finish it off.



    



     



    



    As he quickly descended the stairs, the characters of light appeared in his mind once again.



    



     



    



    ←↖↑↓→←↑↓+HS



    



     



    



    Supreme King's Backsword



    



     



    



    ‘Not that one! The small one!’



    



     



    



    The most basic skill. The universal command present in every fighting game.



    



     



    



    Something flashed through his mind.



    



     



    



    ↑↖←+S



    



     



    



    Flying Swallow Slash - Down



    



     



    



    A downward slash.



    



     



    



    The motion naturally formed in his mind. He knew how to use the skill.



    



     



    



    His gaze locked onto the monster.  Charging towards the creature as it scrambled to get up, he swiftly swung the sword he had flipped behind his back.



    



     



    



    The tip of the sword didn’t touch the monster. But a streak of blue energy followed the trajectory of the sword.  The monster's chest split open with a cracking sound.



    



     



    



    “Whoaaa!”



    



     



    



    Landing awkwardly, he threw himself forward, stabbing the monster’s chest.  It was an attack that relied more on his body weight than strength.



    



     



    



    The sword plunged deep, piercing through the already open wound. The monster couldn't hold on any longer and collapsed backward.



    



     



    



    “Haah, haah…”



    



     



    



    Panting heavily, he raised his head. The monster wasn’t moving.  Its vacant, glassy eyes confirmed its death.



    



     



    



    “Hah.”



    



     



    



    Exhaling deeply once more, he stood up. He heard hiccuping sounds.



    



     



    



    The woman was sitting huddled nearby, trembling and hiccuping repeatedly.



    



     



    



    A dark red officer's cap and coat, a white bikini underneath, flamboyant platinum blonde hair, and a beautiful, pale face with striking blue eyes.



    



     



    



    There would hardly be any women walking around dressed like that in the real world.  But Kang-seok knew a place where women dressed like this were commonplace.



    



     



    



    Excessively flamboyant appearance.



    



     



    



    An outfit that a normal person would never wear.



    



     



    



    He lowered his sword.  After sheathing the blade, which was surprisingly clean despite being plunged deep into the monster’s body, he slowly approached the trembling woman.



    



     



    



    “Um, are you okay?”



    



     



    



    He tried to speak as kindly as possible, but the woman flinched and tensed her shoulders.



    



     



    



    She had been dragged away by a monster, not a thug, so it was natural that she couldn’t respond properly.  Moreover, if his guess was correct, she was probably already in a state of confusion.



    



     



    



    “O-Okay, o…hic.”



    



     



    



    She hiccuped repeatedly.  It was a relief that she wasn't sobbing uncontrollably.



    



     



    



    He patiently moved a little closer.  Holding out his empty hands, he said,



    



     



    



    “My name is Choi Kang-seok. What’s yours?”



    



     



    



    The woman’s eyes widened at the clearly Korean name. He focused on her reaction, waiting for her answer.



    



     



    



    “S-Sung Yoo-jin. Sung Yoo-jin.”



    



     



    



    Having barely managed to answer, she looked at him cautiously.



    



     



    



    ‘As expected, Korean.’



    



     



    



    Instead of replying, he gritted his teeth.  His prediction had been correct, but he couldn't be happy about it.



    



     



    



    A woman transformed into a game character, just like him.



    



     



    



    What was going on?



    



     



    



    Who was behind this?



    



     



    



    He took a deep breath.



    



     



    



    He was also very confused right now.  He was still agitated from the fight with the unknown monster.



    



     



    



    But he tried to remain calm. He looked down at Sung Yoo-jin, who was crouched on the ground, looking up at him.



    



     



    



    Choi Kang-seok.



    



     



    



    Sung Yoo-jin.



    



     



    



    They had at least exchanged names.  So, what should he say next? What should he say first?



    



     



    



    He reached behind his head.  Even he thought it was a crazy thing to do, but he felt a sudden urge to check.



    



     



    



    After a moment of hesitation, he abruptly held out his sword to her.



    



     



    



    “Here, try holding this sword.”



    



     



    



    “Huh?”



    



     



    



    Startled by him suddenly drawing his sword, Sung Yoo-jin blinked with a dazed expression.  She seemed to have trouble understanding what he said.



    



     



    



    It was a natural reaction.  A man who had just defeated a monster had suddenly approached her, introduced himself, and then asked her to hold his sword.



    



     



    



    He knew his actions were strange. Perhaps his mind was scrambled from experiencing actual combat for the first time.  But he had already started, so he held the sword out a little further towards Sung Yoo-jin.



    



     



    



    “Please.”



    



     



    



    “Uh…okay.”



    



     



    



    Reluctantly, she took the sword.  Crouching down to meet her eyes, he asked,



    



     



    



    “Doesn’t something come to mind? Like arrows?”



    



     



    



    He wanted confirmation.



    



     



    



    He had woken up looking like his game character.  Moreover, he had gained abilities like his game character.  Was the same true for Sung Yoo-jin?



    



     



    



    She didn’t answer immediately. After looking around in confusion, she finally opened her mouth.



    



     



    



    “Um…this might sound crazy, but…”



    



     



    



    She raised the Supreme King's Backsword in front of her face, her eyebrows furrowing.



    



     



    



    “I can see the weapon’s attack power.”



    



     



    



    —–CROW—– 
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    —–CROW—– 



    



     



    



    Kang-seok blinked. He asked without thinking, “What do you see?”



    



     



    



    “W-Weapon attack power.”



    



     



    



    Sung Yoo-jin answered with a frightened expression.  Her voice trailed off, as if she thought he was going to get angry.



    



     



    



    Not a special move command.



    



     



    



    Weapon attack power.



    



     



    



    Kang-seok’s jaw dropped.



    



     



    



    “More details, please.”



    



     



    



    “Huh?”



    



     



    



    “What you saw. You said weapon attack power, right?”



    



     



    



    His voice sounded rather forceful, but he couldn't help it.  Sung Yoo-jin instinctively flinched and quickly said, “Durandal. Two-handed sword. Attack power 193. Holy attribute. Attack speed -5%. Infinite durability.”



    



     



    



    After reciting the information as if reciting a poem, her gaze fixed on the air, she looked at Kang-seok’s expression.



    



     



    



    The weapon's name and attack power.  Even its detailed stats.



    



     



    



    Kang-seok was taken aback.



    



     



    



    Firstly, because Sung Yoo-jin was seeing something completely different from him. Secondly, because she looked incredibly beautiful in this situation.



    



     



    



    The latter was definitely not something to be dwelling on right now.



    



     



    



    Shaking his head to clear his distracting thoughts, he took back the sword he had given her—Durandal.



    



     



    



    He was confused by the series of events, but now was the time to move.  Other monsters might appear, attracted by the sounds of the fight.



    



     



    



    Setting his priorities helped him calm down. After taking a deep breath, he extended his hand to Sung Yoo-jin, who was still cowering and looking at him cautiously.



    



     



    



    “Can you stand? I think we need to move from here.”



    



     



    



    “J-Just a moment.”



    



     



    



    Sung Yoo-jin awkwardly got to her feet. She nearly stumbled a few times, but it didn’t seem like she had injured her legs. It appeared her legs had simply given way from the shock.



    



     



    



    “I think we should rest for a bit…let's go inside.”



    



     



    



    Supporting Sung Yoo-jin, he said this and started walking.  He wondered if he should carry her on his back or in his arms, but fortunately, she managed to walk reasonably well with his arm around her shoulders.



    



     



    



    ‘Since Dark Destiny Lord is around 170cm…she must be around 160cm, right?’



    



     



    



    Glancing at Sung Yoo-jin, he turned his gaze forward again. Thanks to the line of torches, the path ahead wasn't too dark.



    



     



    



    They reached the end of the corridor.  He spoke calmly, “There’s a monster’s corpse there, but it’s already dead. So don’t worry.”



    



     



    



    At the mention of a monster, Sung Yoo-jin flinched and stiffened again, but only for a moment.  She nodded, closed her eyes tightly, and followed his lead.



    



     



    



    He passed the monster and moved towards the corner.  He sat Sung Yoo-jin down behind a large sarcophagus that seemed to be integrated into the floor, and then he sat down heavily himself.



    



     



    



    He was exhausted.



    



     



    



    The reality of the fight with the monster sunk in.



    



     



    



    What was that monster, anyway?  Had he really entered a game world?



    



     



    



    He felt dizzy and thirsty.  Mental fatigue made him drowsy.



    



     



    



    But he couldn’t sleep. He glanced sideways.  Sung Yoo-jin was still sitting with her knees drawn up to her chest, her eyes closed, a frightened expression on her face.



    



     



    



    How many minutes passed like that?



    



     



    



    He was the one to break the silence again.



    



     



    



    “I woke up in the corridor.  I looked around, and then while I was going upstairs, I heard you scream. What about you?”



    



     



    



    Sung Yoo-jin covered her head with her hands.  He was worried she might start crying, but fortunately, she spoke in a relatively calm voice.



    



     



    



    “I woke up in a small room. I saw my clothes and thought it was a dream, so I laughed to myself and went out…and then there was that monster.”



    



     



    



    Sung Yoo-jin didn’t seem to know anything about their current situation either.



    



     



    



    Stretching out his legs, he asked again, “Um, sorry to bring this up again, but could you tell me more about what you saw earlier?”



    



     



    



    “Huh?”



    



     



    



    “The weapon’s attack power. You said stats or something popped up in your head?”



    



     



    



    He had seen a special move command when he held Durandal. But Sung Yoo-jin said she saw the weapon’s stats. This was quite a significant difference.



    



     



    



    “Uh…and a description too.”



    



     



    



    “A description?”



    



     



    



    Sung Yoo-jin hesitated, her lips moving several times. It seemed she wasn’t struggling to answer, but rather trying to figure out what to say.



    



     



    



    “You know…when you look at game items, there’s text about the weapon’s origins and stuff.  The kind of thing developers make for lore nerds.”



    



     



    



    Her speech quickened slightly towards the end.  He chuckled involuntarily at the term "lore nerds" and drew the Supreme King's Backsword—the sword Sung Yoo-jin had called Durandal—once more.



    



     



    



    “Try reading this.”



    



     



    



    Sung Yoo-jin took Durandal without hesitation.  Judging by the fact that she didn’t seem to find the two-handed sword heavy, despite its considerable weight, she seemed to possess more strength than her appearance suggested.



    



     



    



    Looking upwards as if searching her memory, she spoke in a low voice.



    



     



    



    “The sword of Roland, a knight born and raised in the Duchy of Avalon.  It’s said that the ‘God of Swords, Knut,’ personally forged this divine blade, but the truth remains unknown.  It’s one of the ‘Thirty-Seven Holy Swords’ recognized by the ‘Holy Church of the White God,’ possessing the power to vanquish evil and destroy demons.  It’s also said to possess a hardness comparable to ‘Stormcaller,’ the divine blade of the ‘Legendary King Thunderstorm,’ the leader of the Thirty-Seven Holy Swords.  After the death of Knight Roland, its whereabouts became unknown.”



    



     



    



    Knight Roland.



    



     



    



    God of Swords, Knut.



    



     



    



    Holy Church of the White God.



    



     



    



    Thirty-Seven Holy Swords.



    



     



    



    Stormcaller, the divine blade of Legendary King Thunderstorm.



    



     



    



    After going over the proper nouns in his head, he asked, “It appeared in your mind, right?  Similar to recalling a memory.”



    



     



    



    “Uh…yes.  It just came to mind the moment I held the sword. Since there’s a lot of information, I don’t think I can recall the specific details unless I concentrate…”



    



     



    



    Sung Yoo-jin suddenly trailed off. Her eyes, which had been darting around, fixed on Kang-seok. Leaning forward slightly, she said, “You…Kang-seok, you saw something *different,* didn’t you?”



    



     



    



    If he had simply wanted to confirm what she saw, he wouldn't have acted like he did. No, even asking again was strange.  Moreover, he had initially mentioned arrows or something.



    



     



    



    It wasn’t the fact that she saw something that surprised him. It was that she saw something *different.*



    



     



    



    At her sharp observation, Kang-seok’s lips curved upwards slightly.



    



     



    



    ‘She’s smart.’



    



     



    



    This wasn’t a normal situation.  Even in this situation, where it was difficult to think straight due to confusion, anxiety, and tension, she had picked up on the small clue and asked him that question. It meant she was fundamentally intelligent—or at least, her mind worked well.



    



     



    



    He nodded.



    



     



    



    “I saw commands.”



    



     



    



    “Commands?”



    



     



    



    “Special move commands.”



    



     



    



    Sung Yoo-jin blinked, a look of incomprehension on her face.



    



     



    



    Shrugging, he explained again, “In my case, I didn’t see weapon stats or lore like you did.  Um…this might also sound crazy, but let me ask you one thing.”



    



     



    



    At the word "crazy," Sung Yoo-jin’s ears turned slightly red. She probably remembered what she had said earlier.  Her embarrassed expression was so cute that he felt a sudden urge to tease her, but unfortunately, this wasn't the time.



    



     



    



    With a serious expression, he asked, “What game were you playing right before you came here?”



    



     



    



    “Huh? Ah, that…”



    



     



    



    Sung Yoo-jin looked momentarily dazed at his question, then swallowed hard and answered, “Exa. Exa Online.”



    



     



    



    It sounded familiar.  No, he had definitely heard of it.



    



     



    



    “Uh, um…that is, definitely…”



    



     



    



    But he couldn't quite recall what kind of game it was. After the collapse of the PC package game market, it wouldn’t be an exaggeration to say Korea was drowning in a flood of MMORPGs.  So many games were released every year.



    



     



    



    ‘Exa. Exa Online.’



    



     



    



    He vaguely remembered something.  A commercial with a young, cute girl in revealing clothing, that was it.  And it was popular with a certain demographic…



    



     



    



    Seeing him trail off without answering, Sung Yoo-jin pouted slightly.  She muttered in a somewhat timid voice, “It’s not a dead game. It still has a decent number of players.  The spineless perverts have mostly quit by now. Well, it’s true that it’s a little lacking in content right now, though.”



    



     



    



    Lacking in content.



    



     



    



    He thought he understood. Clapping his hands together lightly, he nodded.



    



     



    



    “Ah, that one. Exa. Right, Exa Online. I remember now.”



    



     



    



    “Um, yes.”



    



     



    



    Sung Yoo-jin pursed her lips again.  She looked slightly offended. But this wasn’t the time to worry about such subtleties.



    



     



    



    “Anyway, it’s that game’s character, right? Your current appearance.”



    



     



    



    This was a more important question than what they saw when holding a weapon.



    



     



    



    Sung Yoo-jin looked down at herself and blushed.  Hugging her knees tighter to cover her upper body, she replied, “The outfit is. I didn't realize it when I was looking at the monitor, but these clothes are really…really…”



    



     



    



    Since the thick officer's coat covered her shoulders and arms, the white bikini underneath only emphasized her figure.  She was trying to cover herself with her knees, but that only served to highlight her smooth, white thighs and over-the-knee socks.



    



     



    



    Feeling awkward, he averted his gaze.



    



     



    



    He had transformed into Dark Destiny Lord.



    



     



    



    Sung Yoo-jin had transformed into a character from Exa Online.



    



     



    



    Had they entered the world of a game, like in fantasy novels or manga?



    



     



    



    But there were too many inconsistencies for that to be the case.



    



     



    



    No, it was impossible to accept such a ridiculous notion right away.



    



     



    



    ‘Even though I just fought a monster.’



    



     



    



    He had fought a monster and defeated it using a “skill.”  The monster’s roar, its blood, the feeling of stabbing it with his sword.



    



     



    



    “Excuse me.”



    



     



    



    He looked up abruptly.  Perhaps because he had been thinking about the monster, his eyes looked different than before.



    



     



    



    Sung Yoo-jin flinched momentarily, but then she gathered her courage and asked, “What game were you playing?”



    



     



    



    It was a natural question given the flow of the conversation. He answered immediately, “Fighter Online.”



    



     



    



    “Huh?”



    



     



    



    “You know…that game advertised by Boys’ Generation a while back.”



    



     



    



    The commercial they had poured a huge amount of money into for Fighter Online’s 5th anniversary, betting the game’s survival on it.



    



     



    



    Since rumors had circulated that they were using Boys’ Generation, the most popular idol group at the time, all the Fighter Online users, starved for new players, had been incredibly excited.



    



     



    



    But the resulting commercial was the epitome of cringe.  It was the official black history designated by the Boys’ Generation fan club, a commercial of epic failure.



    



     



    



    Even now, the video would occasionally be linked on humor forums, a deep wound that brought bitterness to veteran Fighter Online players.



    



     



    



    But it was still the most well-known advertisement for the game.



    



     



    



    Sung Yoo-jin also blinked as if she didn’t understand, then suddenly clapped her hands together.



    



     



    



    “Ah! That dead g—I mean…”



    



     



    



    She quickly trailed off, but it was too late.



    



     



    



    Flustered, she quickly lowered her head.  Since she herself was sensitive to the term "dead game," she probably thought he would be too.



    



     



    



    “I’m sorry.”



    



     



    



    As she unclasped her hands from her knees and bowed her head, he gave an awkward laugh.



    



     



    



    ‘Yeah, it’s a dead game.’



    



     



    



    Since the servers had just shut down, he couldn’t deny it.



    



     



    



    “Uh…um…you’re not mad, are you?”



    



     



    



    She asked timidly.  Her cautious, awkward smile was so charming that he blushed slightly without realizing it.



    



     



    



    ‘So there’s a reason MMO players go on and on about voice buffs and stuff.’



    



     



    



    He had scoffed at people who said voice chat was more fun when the raid leader was a woman, calling them crazy, but he now understood their feelings, at least a little.



    



     



    



    “I’m not mad.  Well, it actually is dead, so…”



    



     



    



    “Huh?”



    



     



    



    Sung Yoo-jin asked back in surprise. He shrugged.



    



     



    



    “The last day I played was the day the service ended…when was that again?”



    



     



    



    He suddenly raised his voice and leaned towards Sung Yoo-jin, asking.  Startled by his sudden movement and question, she gasped and recoiled, but he didn’t stop.  Grabbing her shoulders, he spoke rapidly, “I mean, the last day you played the game. For me, it was December 31st, 2017. Between 11 PM and midnight.”



    



     



    



    “Uh…me too. I think I heard the New Year’s bell while playing.”



    



     



    



    Sung Yoo-jin answered quickly, despite her confusion.  His eyes narrowed. He instinctively licked his lower lip slightly.



    



     



    



    “So we started at the same time.”



    



     



    



    They had crossed over on the same day. December 31st, the last moment of the year, while logged into their games.



    



     



    



    He had been playing Fighter Online.



    



     



    



    Sung Yoo-jin had been playing Exa Online.



    



     



    



    Then what happened to the people who were logged into other games at that time?  Had they also transformed into their player characters and ended up somewhere in this place?



    



     



    



    “Um…”



    



     



    



    “Hmm?”



    



     



    



    He suddenly came to his senses and saw Sung Yoo-jin blushing and flustered.  Moreover, his face was too close to hers.



    



     



    



    He almost moved even closer involuntarily, but he managed to pull himself back at the last moment.  Removing his hands from her shoulders, he said somewhat awkwardly, “Sorry. I didn’t mean anything by it.”



    



     



    



    “No, um…”



    



     



    



    Sung Yoo-jin lowered her gaze slightly.  She bit her lip as if embarrassed, then bowed her head and said, “Thank you for saving me.”



    



     



    



    It was a somewhat belated expression of gratitude, but that made it all the more meaningful.  It meant she hadn't forgotten to thank him.



    



     



    



    His heart warmed, and he smiled.



    



     



    



    “I’m glad you’re safe.”



    



     



    



    “Yes.”



    



     



    



    Sung Yoo-jin raised her head and met his eyes.



    



     



    



    She was beautiful. Honestly, incredibly so.



    



     



    



    He had woken up transformed into his game character.  He was trapped in an unknown dungeon and had just fought a monster.



    



     



    



    But that didn’t mean he couldn’t flirt a little.



    



     



    



    Sung Yoo-jin naturally averted her gaze.  Leaning her head and back against the sarcophagus again, she murmured softly, “I wish this was all a dream. Or a real game.”



    



     



    



    “If it were a game, we would have gotten experience points for killing that mob.”



    



     



    



    He said jokingly, and Sung Yoo-jin giggled.



    



     



    



    They couldn't just mope around because they had been thrown into an unknown place. They had to find a way to overcome this situation.



    



     



    



    ‘But experience points?’



    



     



    



    Now that he mentioned it, there was something to that.  Since he could see special move commands and she could see weapon stats, it wouldn’t be strange if experience points existed.



    



     



    



    Experience points.



    



     



    



    Resources needed to level up in games with growth elements.



    



     



    



    Could such a thing exist here?



    



     



    



    [Would you like to check your remaining Kron?]



    



     



    



    “Huh?”



    



     



    



    Kang-seok blinked at the text that appeared in his mind.  It felt similar to when he saw the commands.



    



     



    



    “Kang-seok?”



    



     



    



    “Just a moment.”



    



     



    



    He held up a hand to stop Sung Yoo-jin and focused on the message in his mind.  Wondering how to respond, he said aloud, “Check.”



    



     



    



    His thought became a command.  The message in his mind changed.



    



     



    



    [Remaining Survival Time: 716 hours 39 minutes 17 seconds]



    



     



    



    [Current Kron: 1,000 Kron]



    



     



    



    [* You can purchase 240 hours with 1,000 Kron.]



    



     



    



    17 seconds became 16 seconds. The displayed time decreased, like grains of sand falling in an hourglass.



    



     



    



    Remaining Survival Time.



    



     



    



    The smile disappeared from Kang-seok’s face.



    



     



    



    —–CROW—– 
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    —–CROW—– 



    



    



    



    Time continued to flow. The number that had initially read 17 dwindled towards 0, and finally, the minute digit changed.



    



    



    



    Time was decreasing.  Moving towards the Arabic numeral zero.



    



    



    



    Remaining Survival Time.



    



    



    



    The starkly direct words sent a shiver down his spine.  His mouth felt dry.



    



    



    



    716 hours.



    



    



    



    Calculated at 24 hours a day, that was about thirty days.



    



    



    



    What would happen when that time ran out?



    



    



    



    The image of the roaring monster flashed through his mind. He felt the phantom sharpness of the axe that had grazed his head, a chill running down his neck.



    



    



    



    He swallowed hard, recalling the other number displayed beneath the Remaining Survival Time.



    



    



    



    1,000 Kron.



    



    



    



    Purchasable time: 240 hours.



    



    



    



    He could roughly estimate the situation.  Even without an explanation, the structure became clear in his mind.



    



    



    



    Decreasing time.



    



    



    



    Purchasing time.



    



    



    



    The words "Remaining Survival Time" explained everything.



    



    



    



    The minute digit changed again. Time was flowing, even now.



    



    



    



    He turned his gaze.  He saw Sung Yoo-jin, biting her lip and looking at him cautiously.  She looked like a puppy waiting for a treat, trying her best to be patient after he had told her to wait, and it was adorable, but he couldn’t focus on that right now.



    



    



    



    “Kang…seok?”



    



    



    



    Sung Yoo-jin called his name cautiously. The perceptive woman couldn’t have missed his sudden change in demeanor.  No, even the most oblivious person would have noticed his agitation.



    



    



    



    He hesitated.



    



    



    



    He wanted to tell Sung Yoo-jin everything right away.  He wanted to confirm if she also saw the Remaining Survival Time.



    



    



    



    But how would she react if she saw it? Would she panic?



    



    



    



    He swallowed hard.



    



    



    



    Taking hold of Sung Yoo-jin’s shoulders, whose anxiety was now mirroring his own, he met her gaze.



    



    



    



    “Yoo-jin, listen carefully.”



    



    



    



    He began to explain.



    



    



    



    “Lies.”



    



    



    



    Sung Yoo-jin said curtly.  She let out a hollow, awkward laugh.



    



    



    



    But the laughter didn’t last.  Her blue eyes wavered.



    



    



    



    She gritted her teeth.  Even though she knew it was futile, she wanted to deny what he had said.



    



    



    



    [Remaining Survival Time: 716 hours 32 minutes 27 seconds]



    



    



    



    [Current Kron: 500 Kron]



    



    



    



    [* You can purchase 120 hours with 500 Kron.]



    



    



    



    She saw it too.  The relentlessly decreasing time churned in her mind.



    



    



    



    But fortunately, she didn’t panic.  She felt anxious, but she could still bear it.



    



    



    



    716 hours. Roughly a little less than thirty days.



    



    



    



    If the number displayed before her had been only a few hours, she would have definitely panicked. But thirty days…she could still, *still* maintain her composure.



    



    



    



    He took her trembling hand in his.



    



    



    



    “Tell me everything you see.”



    



    



    



    Her reaction alone confirmed that she saw the Remaining Survival Time.  Now the important thing was *what* she saw, specifically.



    



    



    



    “7…716 hours 32 minutes…no, 31 minutes.”



    



    



    



    “And?”



    



    



    



    So far, it was the same.  Sung Yoo-jin’s eyes momentarily reddened as she corrected the decreasing time, but then she calmly answered, “500 Kron.  I can purchase 120 hours with 500 Kron.”



    



    



    



    There was a difference. They had started on the same day, in the same place, but the amount of Kron they possessed was different.



    



    



    



    The difference between them.



    



    



    



    Was it because they were playing different games?



    



    



    



    No.  In a sense, there was a more crucial difference between them.



    



    



    



    The bull-headed monster he had killed.



    



    



    



    The 500 Kron difference clearly stemmed from that.



    



    



    



    “We get Kron by killing monsters.  We can use that Kron to buy time and increase our Remaining Survival Time.”



    



    



    



    He spoke quickly.



    



    



    



    It was like a game.  Had they really entered a game world? Was such a thing even possible?



    



    



    



    “Don’t buy time yet.”



    



    



    



    “Huh?”



    



    



    



    Buying time with Kron. Of course, it was something to test, but not yet.  He explained to Sung Yoo-jin, “We still have some time.  It’s better to learn more about how to earn Kron and if buying time is the only thing we can do with it…before we make a purchase.”



    



    



    



    They obtained Kron by killing monsters.  Then was buying time the only thing they could do with Kron?



    



    



    



    Of course, it seemed unlikely that anything was more important than the Remaining Survival Time.  But there was no need to rush.



    



    



    



    Sung Yoo-jin understood.  The thought of the Remaining Survival Time decreasing even at this moment made her heart pound, but she wasn't so distraught that she couldn't comprehend what he was saying.



    



    



    



    Kron.



    



    



    



    What they could do with Kron.



    



    



    



    A system like a game.



    



    



    



    “Ah!”



    



    



    



    Sung Yoo-jin suddenly exclaimed.  This time, *she* pulled on his hand. She asked quickly in an excited tone, “Kang-seok, you said you saw commands earlier, right? And you used a command when you fought the monster.”



    



    



    



    At the last moment, his attack hadn’t physically connected with the monster. But a blue energy blade had appeared, slashing the monster’s chest.



    



    



    



    Flying Swallow Slash - Down.



    



    



    



    Recalling the skill, he nodded, and Sung Yoo-jin closed her eyes tightly.  After taking a deep breath, she said, “Wait a moment.”



    



    



    



    She had clearly thought of something.  He waited patiently as she moved her fingers in the air.  Her blue eyes, focused on a point slightly above her, darted around.



    



    



    



    A few seconds passed.  He suddenly widened his eyes at the characters of light that appeared in his mind.



    



    



    



    [Would you like to party with ‘Sung Yoo-jin (Female)’?]



    



    



    



    Sung Yoo-jin smiled and said, “Party play doesn't exist in fighting games, does it?”



    



    



    



    Exa Online, a massively multiplayer online role-playing game (MMORPG).



    



    



    



    A smile appeared on Kang-seok’s face as well.



    



    



    



    * * *



    



    



    



    When faced with depressing circumstances, people tend to divert their attention to other things.



    



    



    



    That was the case for Kang-seok and Sung Yoo-jin.  They immersed themselves in something more interesting, something that might help them overcome their current situation.



    



    



    



    “Wow! There’s a stat window!”



    



    



    



    Sung Yoo-jin exclaimed in admiration. She was still tapping the air with her hand, as if interacting with something only she could see.



    



    



    



    He also tried to find something resembling a "menu screen."  Just like when he had accessed the Remaining Survival Time display, he could bring up the characters of light simply by thinking about it.



    



    



    



    [Choi Kang-seok (Male)]



    



    



    



    [Origin: Fighter Online]



    



    



    



    [Awakening Level: - ]



    



    



    



    “Wait.”



    



    



    



    He cried out involuntarily.



    



    



    



    “Wait, wait a minute.”



    



    



    



    He repeated himself.  He was that flustered.



    



    



    



    “Kang-seok?”



    



    



    



    Sung Yoo-jin blinked, a puzzled look on her face.  He looked at the characters of light again.  They remained unchanged.



    



    



    



    Name and origin.



    



    



    



    That was all. Nothing else was written.



    



    



    



    “Yoo-jin, what do you see in your stat window?”



    



    



    



    At his urgent question, Sung Yoo-jin’s eyes darted around rapidly.  Just from the movement of her eyes, he could guess how extensive the characters of light were.



    



    



    



    “Um…first, my name, origin, and class.  Origin seems to refer to the game I was playing.”



    



    



    



    “And?”



    



    



    



    “The rest is the same as Exa Online.  Strength, Agility, Stamina, and…um.  It’s too much, so I’ll skip it for now.”



    



    



    



    Unlike early MMORPGs, which had around six stats at most, recent games had an excessive number of detailed stats. Exa Online was no exception, and there were too many to list individually.



    



    



    



    “What about you, Kang-seok?”



    



    



    



    Sung Yoo-jin was quick-witted.  What he wanted wasn’t her detailed stats, but a comparison to see what was different between them.



    



    



    



    He gave a wry smile.



    



    



    



    “My name and the game I came from.”



    



    



    



    “And?”



    



    



    



    “That’s all. There’s an ‘Awakening…Level’ section, but it’s blank.”



    



    



    



    “Huh?”



    



    



    



    “Really, that’s all.”



    



    



    



    He could sense Sung Yoo-jin’s confusion.  She seemed to be at a loss for words, knowing she should say something but not knowing what.



    



    



    



    “Fighting game.”



    



    



    



    He covered his face with his hands.



    



    



    



    Fighting game.



    



    



    



    Right, it was a fighting game. It would be stranger if it had detailed stats like an MMORPG.



    



    



    



    “B-But you were so strong.”



    



    



    



    Sung Yoo-jin still remembered his movements. He had flown through the air—well, jumped—and defeated that terrifying monster.



    



    



    



    He was strong.  Otherwise, that fight wouldn't have made sense.



    



    



    



    “We’ll figure it out eventually.”



    



    



    



    Seeing Sung Yoo-jin even more bewildered than himself helped him regain his composure.



    



    



    



    Just because he couldn't see his stats didn’t mean he didn't have any abilities.  He just couldn’t confirm them numerically.



    



    



    



    And what bothered him was the Awakening Level section.  It was blank, but the fact that it existed at all bothered him.



    



    



    



    “Do you have an ‘Awakening Level’ section, Yoo-jin?”



    



    



    



    “Um…no, I don’t.  Is that a Fighter Online system?”



    



    



    



    “There was something similar.  It wasn’t the official name, though.”



    



    



    



    Almost no online games lacked a "growth" element.



    



    



    



    Fighter Online had also incorporated growth elements, even if it wasn't a full-fledged "leveling system," to extend the game's lifespan.



    



    



    



    The official name was Transcendence.



    



    



    



    Players commonly called it Awakening.



    



    



    



    Transcended characters not only received an overall stat boost, but their command skills were also enhanced.  Therefore, transcended characters could only fight other transcended characters.



    



    



    



    ‘It probably refers to Transcendence, right?’



    



    



    



    Dark Destiny Lord was a character created during the open beta.  Naturally, he had already completed Transcendence.



    



    



    



    But was that still the case now?



    



    



    



    Seeing that the Awakening Level section was blank, it seemed likely that it had been reset.



    



    



    



    Having regained some composure, he asked Sung Yoo-jin, “What’s your level?  Are your stats the same as the character you were playing?”



    



    



    



    He had been playing a fighting game, so it made sense for him, but Sung Yoo-jin had been playing an MMORPG with levels.



    



    



    



    If her current appearance was based on her main character in Exa Online, there was a high chance that her stats and level would have carried over.



    



    



    



    As if she had a similar thought, a flicker of anticipation appeared on Sung Yoo-jin’s face. But it was short-lived.  Her shoulders slumped as she said dejectedly, “Level 1.”



    



    



    



    It was natural for her to be disappointed.



    



    



    



    But he thought differently.



    



    



    



    ‘Still, her strength wasn’t that of an ordinary woman.  No, the fact that she could exert such force with those slender arms…’



    



    



    



    Recalling how easily she had held Durandal—the Supreme King's Backsword—he nodded slightly.  Even at level 1, her base stats likely surpassed those of an ordinary person.



    



    



    



    “What’s your class?”



    



    



    



    “It’s the same as in Exa, Gladiator.  It’s a tank class.”



    



    



    



    “Tank?”



    



    



    



    He asked reflexively.  His gaze naturally went to her body—specifically, the white bikini visible beneath her coat.



    



    



    



    No matter how much exposure and defense were correlated for game characters these days, wasn't it a bit much to call oneself a tank in that outfit?



    



    



    



    As his gaze lingered on her chest and waist, Sung Yoo-jin hurriedly pulled at the edges of her coat and answered flusteredly, “I-It’s a damage-dealing tank. Eloa…I mean, my main character was more focused on damage.  Not a full-fledged tank like a Paladin, you know? Anyway, that’s why.”



    



    



    



    Whether she was naturally shy or simply uncomfortable with his gaze, she spoke quickly and incoherently.



    



    



    



    To give her a moment to compose herself, he looked away.  Observing Sung Yoo-jin, who was fanning herself with her hand and looking down, her face flushed, he cleared his throat.



    



    



    



    He felt awkward as well.



    



    



    



    “Ahem.  Anyway, it’s a good thing in a way.  Even if you’re level 1, you’re a tank.  So you’ll be sturdy.”



    



    



    



    Perhaps her impressive strength was also due to her being a tank class.



    



    



    



    He didn’t know if this was a game world or another dimension, but in their current situation, being physically strong was an advantage.



    



    



    



    Sung Yoo-jin nodded as if agreeing with his explanation. He continued to ask, “Do you have any skills?”



    



    



    



    “I have a skill window, but…since I’m level 1, I don’t have any skills yet.”



    



    



    



    She had a skill window.



    



    



    



    That was quite encouraging.  If skills existed, then it made sense to have a skill window.



    



    



    



    ‘Flying Swallow Slash - Down…since there are commands, it’s natural that skills exist.’



    



    



    



    The streak of blue light he had unleashed during the fight with the monster could only be described as a “skill.”  Such a thing wouldn’t have happened just by swinging a sword.



    



    



    



    He looked at his own empty stat window again.



    



    



    



    “I don’t have an item window.  Do you?”



    



    



    



    “I don’t either.”



    



    



    



    “Exa Online had one, right?”



    



    



    



    “Yes, it was like…equipping items on a character model.”



    



    



    



    Since fighting games didn’t have items, it was natural that he didn’t have an item window.  But Exa Online did have one.  So the fact that Sung Yoo-jin didn’t have one either—



    



    



    



    He smiled wryly.



    



    



    



    He thought he understood.



    



    



    



    Items like clothes and swords were literally worn and equipped.



    



    



    



    ‘It’s not like a game.’



    



    



    



    Although there were forces at play that resembled game systems, it didn't feel like a game.  It seemed more plausible that they had been summoned to another world in the form of their game characters.



    



    



    



    Of course, both notions were absurd. But it was the reality he was experiencing.  Unnecessary cognitive dissonance was pointless.



    



    



    



    The information they had so far.



    



    



    



    Remaining Survival Time and Kron, which could be obtained by killing monsters.



    



    



    



    “Yoo-jin. We have to survive. Are you ready?”



    



    



    



    “Kang-seok?”



    



    



    



    He stood up and extended his hand to Sung Yoo-jin.



    



    



    



    “Let’s arm ourselves.”



    



    



    



    Remaining Survival Time.



    



    



    



    Time that could only be obtained by defeating monsters.



    



    



    



    To survive, they needed the power to fight.



    



    



    



    His gaze went to the corpses of the monster and the warrior lying near the entrance to the room.



    



    



    



    —–CROW—– 
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    —–CROW—– 



    



    



    



    Traces of a fierce battle remained around the two corpses, which he conveniently referred to as the monster and the warrior.  Debris was scattered everywhere, and bloodstains were vividly imprinted on the walls and floor.



    



    



    



    He started by picking up the swords scattered on the ground one by one.  Unlike the first two swords he had picked up, none of these triggered any special move commands in his mind.



    



    



    



    ‘Looking closely, a lot of them are broken.’



    



    



    



    Some swords were snapped in two, while others had loose connections between the hilt and blade.



    



    



    



    The monster and the warrior.



    



    



    



    Only two corpses.



    



    



    



    Yet, there were a strangely large number of swords.  Had the warrior used all these swords by himself?



    



    



    



    Dismissing the distracting thought, he picked up one of the swords that seemed relatively intact and approached Sung Yoo-jin, who was standing a short distance away.



    



    



    



    Showing her the sword he was holding and the red sword—Flying Swallow Phoenix Sword—from the two strapped to his back, he asked, “Which one do you think would suit you better?”



    



    



    



    “Uh…can I choose?”



    



    



    



    Sung Yoo-jin’s eyes widened. He shrugged.



    



    



    



    “Neither of these are familiar to me. And I’ve already chosen this one.”



    



    



    



    He held up Durandal.  Perhaps because he had actually used it in combat, it felt comfortable in his hand.



    



    



    



    Smiling brightly and nodding, Sung Yoo-jin took each of the remaining two swords in hand.



    



    



    



    “Oh, this is Levantine.  A flame attribute sword.  Its attack power is slightly lower than Durandal’s.”



    



    



    



    That was the sword he had been calling Flying Swallow Phoenix Sword.  The red line engraved on the blade now looked different.



    



    



    



    “And this is Almas.  An ice attribute sword.”



    



    



    



    The third sword, which hadn’t shown him a special move command.



    



    



    



    Looking at them side by side, they looked similar to Levantine.  Aside from the blue line running down the blade, they were almost identical, like twin swords.



    



    



    



    Holding Levantine and Almas, one in each hand, Sung Yoo-jin pondered, then swung them in different directions.  She handled the swords with unusual skill, as if she had some knowledge of swordsmanship.



    



    



    



    “I think this one would be best for me.  The weight feels right.”



    



    



    



    Sung Yoo-jin chose Almas.



    



    



    



    In reality, aside from their color, Levantine and Almas were almost identical. It felt like she had chosen Almas as a replacement for the Levantine he already had.



    



    



    



    Sheathing Levantine again, he scratched his cheek, looking a little embarrassed.



    



    



    



    “It might be inconvenient, but…for now, I think you’ll just have to carry it.”



    



    



    



    “Okay.”



    



    



    



    Sung Yoo-jin also gave a wry smile, as if there was nothing else they could do. Unlike him, she didn’t have anywhere to sheathe a weapon.



    



    



    



    “Anyway, next is armor.”



    



    



    



    As he trailed off and turned towards the corpses, Sung Yoo-jin flinched.



    



    



    



    “You…don’t mean…?”



    



    



    



    The only thing in the room that could be considered armor was the suit worn by the skeleton lying on top of the monster.



    



    



    



    He shook his head.



    



    



    



    “No, that one’s in too bad of a condition.  And the sword feels like it’s sealed or something…I don’t want to pull it out.”



    



    



    



    The armor was practically in pieces, so they couldn’t expect much protection from it, and the sword embedded in the monster’s chest felt like it should be left undisturbed.



    



    



    



    He pointed towards the corridor.



    



    



    



    “We’re going to check upstairs now.”



    



    



    



    If his assumption was correct, this was the lowest level.  They needed to go up at least to the room where Sung Yoo-jin had first encountered the monster.



    



    



    



    Sung Yoo-jin followed his finger with her eyes.



    



    



    



    The torches, insufficient to dispel the darkness completely. The long corridor.  The monster’s corpse lying at the end of it.



    



    



    



    “Let’s go together.”



    



    



    



    Her grip tightened on Almas.  Looking directly at him, she said, “I’ll be of help this time.”



    



    



    



    It wasn’t simply because she didn’t want to be alone.  Instead of questioning her resolve, he nodded.



    



    



    



    “Let’s go.”



    



    



    



    The bull-headed monster’s corpse was sprawled at the bottom of the stairs, just as before.



    



    



    



    Approaching the corpse with the torch in hand, he said, “While I examine the monster, please watch the entrance.  You don’t need to go up the stairs.”



    



    



    



    Sung Yoo-jin, who had been about to ask if she should go up and look, closed her mouth halfway. She stood slightly diagonally to the stairs, keeping an eye on the doorway leading upwards.



    



    



    



    “Phew.”



    



    



    



    Taking a deep breath, he began to examine the monster’s corpse carefully.



    



    



    



    It was a terrifying-looking monster, making him wonder how he had even fought it, but considering what lay ahead, this observation could be crucial to their survival.  He had to focus.



    



    



    



    The head of a bull, as if it belonged in a bullfight.



    



    



    



    Black fur with a slight reddish tinge.



    



    



    



    A towering height of well over two meters and a massive build.



    



    



    



    Looking closely, it wasn’t just a monster.  Its arms and legs were covered with leather protectors, and its loins were covered with a red cloth belt.  Considering that it used a large axe, it was reasonable to assume it possessed some level of intelligence.



    



    



    



    He next examined the wounds on the monster’s body.



    



    



    



    The monster had looked quite exhausted from the beginning.



    



    



    



    “As I thought, it was injured before I killed it.”



    



    



    



    At his words, Sung Yoo-jin, who had been looking upwards, briefly turned her gaze towards him.



    



    



    



    It wasn’t Sung Yoo-jin who had inflicted those wounds.



    



    



    



    Then who had injured the monster?



    



    



    



    He drew Durandal.  After giving a small signal to Sung Yoo-jin, who flinched and stiffened at his sudden action, he slowly began to ascend the stairs.



    



    



    



    When he had first encountered the monster, he hadn’t been able to see the room above clearly.



    



    



    



    Sung Yoo-jin had also been in a desperate situation, being dragged by the monster, so she wouldn't have been able to see what was inside the room either.



    



    



    



    What he was expecting—



    



    



    



    “As I thought.”



    



    



    



    Near the opposite entrance of the square room lay the corpses of a man and a woman.



    



    



    



    * * *



    



    



    



    “Two humans. The rest are monster corpses.”



    



    



    



    There were quite a few corpses in the large room, which was about ten meters square.  He hadn’t noticed them when he first entered, his attention focused on Sung Yoo-jin and the monster.



    



    



    



    Gulping, Sung Yoo-jin instinctively pressed herself against him.  Even in this situation, his instincts kicked in, and he flinched momentarily, but it was only for a brief instant.



    



    



    



    ‘Monsters later.’



    



    



    



    He set his priorities.  Steeling himself, he walked towards the human corpses.



    



    



    



    A man and a woman.



    



    



    



    Both seemed to have died recently.  Although their bodies were cold, there was no noticeable smell of decay, and aside from the wounds that appeared to be the cause of death, they were largely intact.



    



    



    



    Crouching down in front of the man’s corpse, he looked around the room again.



    



    



    



    These two had defeated all the monsters in this room.  They were also the ones who had injured the monster he had killed.



    



    



    



    Now that he thought about it, the room was filled with signs of battle.  From scorch marks to shattered debris, there were various traces of a struggle.



    



    



    



    Sung Yoo-jin approached awkwardly and stood behind him, her lips moving slightly.  Looking over the man and woman's attire, she asked, “Are they the same as us?”



    



    



    



    “Not all game characters are flamboyant…so it’s hard to say for sure.”



    



    



    



    The man, who appeared to be in his late thirties, was the very image of a “traditional warrior.”



    



    



    



    He was large and wore partial plate armor protecting his torso, legs, shoulders, and arms.



    



    



    



    The belt at his waist was adorned with numerous pouches, some of which contained potion bottles commonly seen in games.



    



    



    



    In addition to a scabbard for a longsword and a spare sword, he had four daggers attached to his waist and thighs.



    



    



    



    The backpack on his back wasn’t very large, but it was sturdy and looked full.  A shield and longsword lay near the corpse, presumably his.



    



    



    



    The woman, who appeared to be in her mid to late twenties, wasn't as heavily armed as the man, but she still seemed to have prioritized defense.



    



    



    



    She wore light chainmail over activewear pants and a top.



    



    



    



    Her waist was also covered in pouches, and unlike the man, she had a single bag slung across her shoulder.  Judging by the large staff lying nearby—though it might be presumptuous—she seemed to be a mage.



    



    



    



    He closed his eyes briefly and offered a silent prayer. It was a natural course of action, considering what he was about to do.



    



    



    



    “I’ll examine this one.”



    



    



    



    Sung Yoo-jin flinched at his words. She understood what he meant.  After a moment of hesitation, she sat down next to him and said, “Th-Then I’ll…examine this one.”



    



    



    



    Her voice was shaky and uneven.



    



    



    



    But it was only for a moment.



    



    



    



    After offering a silent prayer like him, she began to examine the woman’s corpse with a surprisingly proactive attitude.



    



    



    



    She also knew that they needed as much information as possible to survive.



    



    



    



    He reached for the man’s backpack.  Whether by chance or some kind of guidance, he immediately found the most important item.



    



    



    



    A book placed at the very top of the backpack.



    



    



    



    Flipping open the plain brown leather cover, he saw drawings and text densely filling the slightly yellowed pages.



    



    



    



    It wasn’t Korean or English. The characters were completely unfamiliar to him.



    



    



    



    But he could read them.



    



    



    



    Body length.



    



    



    



    Weakness.



    



    



    



    Dislikes fire.



    



    



    



    A crudely drawn, but still recognizable, illustration of a monster.



    



    



    



    His breathing quickened involuntarily as he flipped to the first page.



    



    



    



    



    



    



    



    -Leif Erikson



    



    



    



    He flipped through the pages, quickly scanning for a “familiar picture.”



    



    



    



    And he finally found it.  The illustration of the bull-headed monster he had killed.



    



    



    



    Dungeon.



    



    



    



    Strategy Log.



    



    



    



    Presumably, this was the lowest level of the Labyrinth.



    



    



    



    [Remaining Survival Time: 715 hours 42 minutes 57 seconds]



    



    



    



    [Current Kron: 1,000 Kron]



    



    



    



    [* You can purchase 240 hours with 1,000 Kron.]



    



    



    



    The Remaining Survival Time was decreasing even now.



    



    



    



    He looked up.  Instead of calling out to Sung Yoo-jin, he looked at the door leading out of the room.  He faced the darkness beyond the half-open doorway.



    



    



    



    —–CROW—– 
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    —–CROW—– 



    



     



    



    Knoll.



    



     



    



    A monster with a dog-like head.  Usually a bit larger than a human, but since it hunched over, their eye levels were about the same.



    



     



    



    Strong and agile, but with a tendency to focus only on the enemy directly in front of it, making it vulnerable to flanking or combined attacks.



    



     



    



    The information he had crammed into his head resurfaced.



    



     



    



    The Knoll opened its mouth. In what felt like slow motion, he saw yellow teeth, brown fur, and saliva spraying through the air.



    



     



    



    “Khyung!”



    



     



    



    The sound accelerated time.  He lowered his center of gravity, dodging the greatsword the Knoll swung horizontally.  He propelled himself forward, pushing off the ground, and placed his left hand, the one not holding the sword, on the floor.



    



     



    



    In that instant, his left hand became his axis.  He spun his body, using his whole form like a blunt weapon. The Knoll, its legs swept out from under it by Kang-seok’s low attack, which carried both his weight and centrifugal force, tumbled backwards.



    



     



    



    That was the end.  Already back on his feet, Kang-seok plunged Durandal into the Knoll’s chest, which hadn’t yet recovered from the impact of hitting the ground headfirst.



    



     



    



    The sensation of the blade piercing through leather, flesh, and bone.



    



     



    



    The Knoll, which had been trembling, went limp.  Its eyes lost their light, turning into glass beads.



    



     



    



    “Haa.”



    



     



    



    He exhaled a long breath he hadn’t realized he was holding.  The metallic scent of blood stung his nostrils.  Tearing his gaze away from the two Knoll corpses sprawled on the floor, he looked to the side.



    



     



    



    Sung Yoo-jin was on top of another dead Knoll, Almas piercing its chest. She was crouched low, covered in blood.



    



     



    



    “Ugh…uh…”



    



     



    



    Dry heaving, Sung Yoo-jin finally vomited next to the Knoll’s corpse.  Fortunately, the blood covering her seemed to be all the Knoll’s.



    



     



    



    Before approaching her, he moved his fingers in the air, summoning the characters of light with practiced ease.



    



     



    



    [Kron Acquired: 150]



    



     



    



    The amount of Kron gained from defeating three Knolls—two by him, one by Sung Yoo-jin.



    



     



    



    Dismissing the characters of light with a shake of his head, he untied the waterskin from his waist.  Approaching Sung Yoo-jin, with whom he had become close enough to drop honorifics over the past two days, he asked, “Are you okay?”



    



     



    



    “I’m…ugh.”



    



     



    



    Trying to answer, Sung Yoo-jin lowered her head again.  She didn’t have much in her stomach, so nothing came out, but she looked incredibly distressed.



    



     



    



    But this was a necessary process.



    



     



    



    To replenish their dwindling Remaining Survival Time, they needed Kron, and to get Kron, they had to fight monsters. Sung Yoo-jin had to get used to fighting as well.



    



     



    



    When she seemed to have calmed down somewhat, Sung Yoo-jin wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and stood up.  He offered her the waterskin he had prepared.



    



     



    



    “Here’s some water.”



    



     



    



    “Haa…thanks.”



    



     



    



    Sung Yoo-jin stumbled towards him and quickly drank the water. She drank so urgently that almost half of it spilled down her chin.



    



     



    



    She was wearing thin chainmail beneath her coat.  She had a shield on her arm and, instead of her large officer’s cap, she wore a Knoll’s leather helmet, turned inside out.



    



     



    



    She didn't look very stylish, but it was all for the sake of increasing their chances of survival.



    



     



    



    Keeping his eyes on Sung Yoo-jin, he moved his fingers. New characters of light appeared.



    



     



    



    [Party Member Kron Acquired: 135]



    



     



    



    Two days after obtaining Leif Erikson's strategy log.



    



     



    



    He had learned the following:



    



     



    



    One, Kron was distributed evenly among party members.



    



     



    



    Two, the amount of Kron gained from the same monster decreased as their levels increased.



    



     



    



    The difference in their Kron acquisition was due to the second reason.  Sung Yoo-jin, having experienced several actual battles, was now level 7.  While she had become slightly stronger with the level increase, the amount of Kron she gained had decreased.



    



     



    



    ‘The higher the level, the stronger the monsters we’ll have to fight to survive…’



    



     



    



    It might be looking too far ahead, but it was the future that awaited Sung Yoo-jin.



    



     



    



    ‘The problem is me.’



    



     



    



    Unlike Sung Yoo-jin, he didn’t have levels.  Could he continue to accumulate Kron without any loss?



    



     



    



    It would be nice if he could, but he felt uneasy.



    



     



    



    He didn't know *who* was behind all of this.



    



     



    



    Why had they been given the same appearance and abilities as their game characters?



    



     



    



    What was the Remaining Survival Time and the characters of light?



    



     



    



    Nothing was clear, but he could be certain of one thing.



    



     



    



    ‘It’s rational.  No, more like…it feels like someone paid attention to game balancing.’



    



     



    



    When they formed a party, the Kron earned in battle was distributed evenly.  That made sense.



    



     



    



    The amount of Kron gained from the same monster decreased as their level increased.  This also made sense.



    



     



    



    It was a common setup in RPGs.  It was no different if Kron was replaced with experience points.



    



     



    



    A system that encouraged players to fight increasingly stronger enemies instead of grinding weaker ones.



    



     



    



    Whoever designed this system—there was no guarantee it was even a person—wouldn't give him an unfair advantage.  There had to be some kind of penalty.



    



     



    



    “Here, thanks.”



    



     



    



    Sung Yoo-jin’s outstretched arm and waterskin interrupted his thoughts.



    



     



    



    Taking the waterskin, which was about a third full, he took a sip and said, “Let’s go back for today. Let’s not be too hasty.”



    



     



    



    He was speaking to himself as much as to Sung Yoo-jin.  Even though their Remaining Survival Time was continuously decreasing, they had earned Kron through hunting over the past two days.



    



     



    



    They could buy Survival Time with Kron.



    



     



    



    He had actually tested it last night, buying a small amount of time.



    



     



    



    He didn’t want to put themselves in danger by rushing things.  For now, the best they could do in this uncertain situation was to gradually get used to combat and accumulate Kron.



    



     



    



    Nodding slightly in agreement with himself, he blinked.  He had suddenly felt a gaze on him.



    



     



    



    Sung Yoo-jin, her arms crossed, was looking up at him with her head tilted slightly.



    



     



    



    “What?”



    



     



    



    Feeling somewhat self-conscious, he tried to act nonchalant.  Sung Yoo-jin widened her eyes and continued, “No, I’m just…amazed.  And impressed.”



    



     



    



    Both he and Sung Yoo-jin had started in the same situation.  But there was a significant difference in how they had progressed.



    



     



    



    How could he be so calm?



    



     



    



    If she had been alone, without him, she would probably still be huddled in a corner, trembling.



    



     



    



    No, she would have definitely been killed by that bull-headed monster.



    



     



    



    It was nothing short of a disaster, yet watching him handle things so calmly was amazing.  And, well, a little…cool.



    



     



    



    Reading the emotions and thoughts in her gaze, he cleared his throat awkwardly.



    



     



    



    “Any guy who’s been in the military could do this much.”



    



     



    



    “Don’t be modest.”



    



     



    



    Sung Yoo-jin laughed, and he shrugged.



    



     



    



    They returned to the large room, which served as their current “base camp.”



    



     



    



    The Labyrinth was a dungeon consisting of eleven levels.



    



     



    



    The 11th floor, the lowest level, was where he had first woken up. It contained only the final boss’s room—that’s what he called it, anyway.



    



     



    



    The “large room” where Leif Erikson and his companion had collapsed was, naturally, on the 10th floor.



    



     



    



    The strategy log didn’t mention anything about Leif and his companion.  It only contained information about the monsters they encountered and the routes for each level.



    



     



    



    Leif and his companion had died on the 10th floor.  If the skeleton lying with the final boss on the 11th floor was also Leif’s companion, then they had technically succeeded in clearing the dungeon.



    



     



    



    That gave him hope.



    



     



    



    This dungeon had already been “cleared” once.



    



     



    



    The powerful monsters were likely already eliminated, and since this was the lowest level, there was a high probability that the difficulty would decrease as they went up.



    



     



    



    Their first priority was to escape the dungeon.



    



     



    



    If Leif and his companion weren’t “Players” like him and Sung Yoo-jin, it meant there was a world outside this dungeon.  Once they got out, they would be able to obtain information, one way or another.



    



     



    



    “I’ll wash up first.”



    



     



    



    As soon as they returned to the large room, Sung Yoo-jin slumped her shoulders and placed her shield and coat on the floor.  He replied absentmindedly, still barricading the door with materials they had gathered, “Yeah, sure.”



    



     



    



    “No peeking.”



    



     



    



    “I won’t, I won’t.”



    



     



    



    Waving his hand dismissively, he sat down next to the partially sealed door.



    



     



    



    He watched Sung Yoo-jin disappear into one of the smaller rooms attached to the large room, then took the strategy log out of his pocket.



    



     



    



    ‘They don’t approach the large room, do they?’



    



     



    



    The Knolls wandering the 10th floor didn’t come near the large room.  It wasn’t that they were physically prevented from approaching, but more like lower-ranking individuals avoiding a path meant for their superiors.



    



     



    



    He looked around the large room.  He had moved all the monster corpses outside, and Leif and his companion’s bodies were respectfully placed in one of the smaller rooms.



    



     



    



    There were four smaller rooms attached to the large room.



    



     



    



    Three were just small, empty rooms, while the other one was special.



    



     



    



    The room Sung Yoo-jin had entered was connected to a waterway.



    



     



    



    A stone wall running along one side of the room and a stream of water flowing within it.



    



     



    



    In a typical game, it was normal for monsters to be placed within a dungeon.  There was no problem with such an arrangement.



    



     



    



    But if this wasn’t a game, but reality, it was a different story.



    



     



    



    The monsters placed in the dungeon also needed food, water, and shelter.  It was reasonable to assume that a unique ecosystem existed within the dungeon.



    



     



    



    ‘The waterway supplying clean water is proof of that.’



    



     



    



    Putting the strategy log away, he covered his face with his hands.  He focused on the weight he felt in his other pocket, opposite the strategy log.



    



     



    



    It wasn’t just their Survival Time that was limited.



    



     



    



    Food, another resource necessary for survival.



    



     



    



    They were currently subsisting on tiny combat rations found in Leif’s belongings.  They were like the mythical “辟穀丹” (bigokdan) from martial arts novels; a single pill could stave off hunger for half a day.



    



     



    



    Since it would be impossible to bring ordinary food into the dungeon, Leif and his companion must have also relied on combat rations.



    



     



    



    If they ate two pills a day, they had enough for about fifteen days.  But considering nutritional balance, they would need to find another solution after that.



    



     



    



    [Remaining Survival Time: 660 hours 01 minute 07 seconds]



    



     



    



    He waved his hand, dismissing the characters of light.  Closing his eyes, he waited for Sung Yoo-jin to come out of the room.



    



     



    



    * * *



    



     



    



    About a week later.



    



     



    



    The 6th floor of the Labyrinth dungeon.



    



     



    



    Thud!



    



     



    



    A crossbow bolt struck the wall with a dull sound, cleanly piercing the empty space where his head had been just a moment before.



    



     



    



    Sung Yoo-jin, who had been crouching, quickly stood up and drew Almas instead of screaming at the surprise attack.  He was already running towards the direction the bolt had come from.



    



     



    



    “Kiak!”



    



     



    



    It was a Knoll, the same kind they had faced countless times on the 10th floor.



    



     



    



    Although it was larger than a human, its hunched posture made it about the same height.



    



     



    



    They were skilled with crossbows and greatswords, and they often traveled in packs.



    



     



    



    Startled when he dodged the first shot, the Knoll hurriedly tried to readjust its aim. But he was faster.



    



     



    



    The distance between them was about five meters.



    



     



    



    Since it was a narrow corridor only about two meters wide, dodging left or right was practically impossible.  So he chose the option of not getting hit at all.



    



     



    



    Lowering his body so far forward that he almost seemed to be falling, he shot forward with incredible speed.  After the initial push off the ground, he didn’t move his feet again, yet he moved forward quickly and smoothly, as if something was propelling him from behind.



    



     



    



    Double Dash.



    



     



    



    The distance he could cover was only a few meters, but the speed was incredible.



    



     



    



    By the time the Knoll registered his approach, Durandal, already drawn from his back, was ripping through its chest.



    



     



    



    Flying Swallow Slash - Up, following the dash.



    



     



    



    There were no openings in the non-stop action, and the Knoll collapsed with a grotesque shriek.



    



     



    



    He immediately looked around.  The Knolls on the 10th floor always traveled in packs of at least three.



    



     



    



    As expected, as soon as he looked, two more Knolls, armed with shields and greatswords, emerged from around the corner.



    



     



    



    In the narrow corridor, the only option was a head-on clash.



    



     



    



    Thinking so, the Knolls charged towards him.  He quickly glanced up at the ceiling, which was about five meters high.



    



     



    



    His body shot upwards. He propelled himself forward, kicking off the air, and spun his body mid-air.



    



     



    



    The backs of the Knolls’ heads came into view.  He descended, executing Flying Swallow Slash - Down.



    



     



    



    A blue flash, and another Knoll met its end. Only one Knoll remained, and by the time it turned around in surprise, Durandal had already been swung.



    



     



    



    “Just looking at your movements, fighting game players are totally broken, totally broken.”



    



     



    



    Sung Yoo-jin, holding her shield, said this with a mixture of exasperation and admiration. In terms of “mobility,” as a fighting game player, he was, as she put it, practically broken.



    



     



    



    ‘No, is it more like innate talent?’



    



     



    



    Over the past few days, Sung Yoo-jin had also experienced numerous battles, not just him.  She was now level 7 and, while still a little shaky on her own, she could hold her own against monsters.  But he was on a different level.  He had just taken down three Knolls in an instant.



    



     



    



    Responding with a shrug, he turned around instead of retrieving Durandal.  Moving his head from side to side as if loosening up, he said, “More are coming.”



    



     



    



    Knolls traveled in packs.  Since their screams had echoed through the corridor, it was natural for them to come investigate.



    



     



    



    Hearing the approaching footsteps from beyond the corridor, Sung Yoo-jin frowned.



    



     



    



    “That sounds like…a lot.”



    



     



    



    It sounded like the corridor itself was shaking.



    



     



    



    He bit his lower lip and adjusted his grip on Durandal.



    



     



    



    “Let’s break through.  Stay close!”



    



     



    



    When Knolls gathered in large numbers, some of them would inevitably use bombs or firebombs.  Being trapped in a narrow, dead-end corridor when those area-of-effect weapons were used would be disastrous.



    



     



    



    Sung Yoo-jin had also had her fill of fighting Knolls on the 10th floor.  Knowing that a forced breakthrough was their only option, she quickly ran towards him and activated her passive skills.



    



     



    



    [Iron Wall Lv1]



    



     



    



    [Endurance Lv1]



    



     



    



    Tank skills that increased defense and resistance to various status ailments.



    



     



    



    Although her character had originally been a damage-dealing tank, given their current situation, prioritizing survival meant she had no choice but to focus on tanking.



    



     



    



    He rounded the corner first.  Two Knolls were visible in the corridor leading to a large room.



    



     



    



    He charged towards them as they ran towards him, drooling like rabid dogs. He didn’t jump this time.  Sung Yoo-jin was with him.



    



     



    



    [Provoke Lv1]



    



     



    



    Sung Yoo-jin, rounding the corner slightly behind him, flashed with a white light, and the Knolls’ attention, which had been focused on Kang-seok, momentarily shifted towards her.



    



     



    



    Originally, in the game, this skill was used to draw the monsters’ aggro, forcing them to attack only the tank, but perhaps because of her low level, or perhaps because this was reality, it didn’t have such an absolute effect.  It only diverted their attention for a brief moment.



    



     



    



    But that was enough.



    



     



    



    In that instant, Durandal drew a sharp arc, decapitating both Knolls in a single, fluid motion, as if it were a single technique.



    



     



    



    “Haa.”



    



     



    



    As the Knolls collapsed, spewing dark red blood, Sung Yoo-jin let out a sigh of relief.  But he frowned.



    



     



    



    He had clearly heard the sound of multiple Knolls approaching.  Yet, there were only two?



    



     



    



    “It’s not us.”



    



     



    



    He said suddenly.  As if in response to his words, the enraged cries of Knolls echoed from beyond the wall.



    



     



    



    The Knolls were fighting someone.



    



     



    



    Then who?  Could it be that the monsters were fighting amongst themselves?



    



     



    



    Their eyes met.  They both had the same thought at the same time.



    



     



    



    He moved first.  Sung Yoo-jin quickly followed, pushing off the ground.



    



     



    



    The large room.  To the right.  The room with the stairs leading to the 7th floor.



    



     



    



    Individuals with excessively flamboyant appearances were struggling against a group of Knolls.



    



     



    



    Players.



    



     



    



    He didn't hesitate any longer.



    



     



    



    —–CROW—– 
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    —–CROW—– 



    



     



    



    “Huddle in the corner! If we get flanked, we’re done for!”



    



     



    



    It was a group of three men. The red-haired man at the front, holding a large shield, shouted as he swung his sword.



    



     



    



    He was tall and broad-shouldered.  Equipped with the shield and clad in dark blue full plate armor, he resembled a sturdy fortress wall.



    



     



    



    The man with a somewhat stoic expression—Kim Kang-san—gritted his teeth and glared at the Knolls.  A total of six were slowly closing in.



    



     



    



    The two men behind Kim Kang-san, one with blue hair and the other with orange, retreated to the corner, brandishing their respective weapons, a spear and a sword.



    



     



    



    Their clothes looked rather shabby, and unlike Kim Kang-san, their expressions were closer to sheer terror.



    



     



    



    All six Knolls were armed with swords and shields.  Kim Kang-san’s mouth felt dry.



    



     



    



    Even if the two men behind him each took on a Knoll, four would remain.



    



     



    



    The thought that this time, they might actually die, lingered in his mind.



    



     



    



    “Khyung!”



    



     



    



    As if tired of the standoff, one of the Knolls suddenly roared.  The other Knolls followed suit, and the men, including Kim Kang-san, flinched and stepped back, overwhelmed by their气势 (qìshì - imposing manner/momentum).



    



     



    



    Intimidating the enemy.



    



     



    



    Two Knolls simultaneously pushed off the ground.  The man with the spear let out a shriek and squeezed his eyes shut, even though their weapons hadn’t even clashed yet.



    



     



    



    Kim Kang-san raised his shield. But he was alone, and there were two leaping Knolls.  Four more Knolls were waiting for an opportunity.



    



     



    



    The moment when a choice had to be made.



    



     



    



    Someone charged in between the Knolls.



    



     



    



    Not a single, common battle cry was uttered.  Only the sound of studded boots hitting the ground echoed harshly.



    



     



    



    Clang!



    



     



    



    One of the leaping Knolls struck Kim Kang-san’s shield with its greatsword.  The other tried to bypass Kim Kang-san and attack the men with the spear and sword. But it couldn’t.  The consecutive sounds from behind prevented it.



    



     



    



    One Knoll yelped and fell to the ground.  As if its legs had been swept out from under it, it momentarily hung in the air before landing on its back.



    



     



    



    The Knolls looked back.  The one standing next to the fallen Knoll saw the heel of a boot descending towards its head.



    



     



    



    Crack!



    



     



    



    A sickening crunch, and the Knoll’s face caved in.  Immediately after kicking the first Knoll’s legs, Kang-seok spun around and delivered a downward kick, then quickly surveyed the situation.



    



     



    



    Two Knolls.



    



     



    



    The man in full plate armor and the Knoll in front of him.



    



     



    



    Another Knoll, looking back at him with a bewildered expression.



    



     



    



    His hand went to his back.  The moment he grasped Durandal’s hilt, the white light he had been waiting for erupted from the direction he had initially come from.



    



     



    



    [Provoke Lv1]



    



     



    



    It was Sung Yoo-jin. The Knolls’ attention momentarily shifted away from him.



    



     



    



    And he didn’t miss that opening.  Charging forward, he drew Durandal and swung it as if throwing it.



    



     



    



    Blood splattered.  The tip of Durandal pierced the Knoll’s chest without fail, and he used the momentum to throw himself forward, slamming his shoulder and back into the fourth Knoll.



    



     



    



    It wasn’t like the Iron Mountain Crash from Bajiquan.  It was less of a proper technique and more of a reckless body slam.



    



     



    



    But it was effective enough.



    



     



    



    The Knoll staggered back, and Kang-seok, regaining his balance, lowered his body and swept his right leg across the ground.



    



     



    



    The fourth Knoll fell pathetically from the same technique used to take down the first one, and that was the end. The tip of Durandal plunged vertically into the Knoll’s chest.



    



     



    



    “F-Fast!”



    



     



    



    The orange-haired man with the sword exclaimed belatedly.  It was a natural reaction, considering he had taken down four Knolls in the blink of an eye, killing three of them.



    



     



    



    But he didn’t stop.  Instead of going after the first Knoll, which was trying to get back on its feet, he dashed towards the one standing in front of the men with the spear and sword.



    



     



    



    This time, the Knoll was intimidated.  Its movements faltered in fear, and Kang-seok, with a sudden vertical jump, soared over the Knoll’s head. He finished it off with a backstab, which had become his specialty.



    



     



    



    Four Knolls defeated in an instant.



    



     



    



    Sung Yoo-jin, who had caught up, plunged Almas into the first Knoll.  Everyone’s attention naturally turned to the last remaining Knoll.



    



     



    



    “Uooooh!”



    



     



    



    Kim Kang-san roared, shoving the Knoll back with his shield.  He swung his sword with all his might at the Knoll’s chest, which was momentarily disoriented by the sudden deaths of its companions.



    



     



    



    “Bash!”



    



     



    



    The most basic attack skill. Kim Kang-san’s sword shattered not only the Knoll’s crude armor but also its chest.  It felt less like a slash and more like a bludgeoning with a blunt weapon.



    



     



    



    Kim Kang-san gasped for air, his breath ragged. The men with the spear and sword collapsed on the spot.



    



     



    



    Kang-seok blinked, a bewildered expression on his face.



    



     



    



    It wasn’t because the man in full plate armor—Kim Kang-san—had defeated a Knoll. It wasn’t because he recognized Kim Kang-san’s face.



    



     



    



    There was only one reason for his bewilderment.



    



     



    



    He had seen a command when Kim Kang-san had struck the last Knoll.



    



     



    



    Bash



    



     



    



    ←←+P



    



     



    



    What was going on?  Weren’t commands only visible when *he* held a weapon?  No, could it be that he had just understood the command by watching someone else use the skill?



    



     



    



    “Kang-seok?”



    



     



    



    Sung Yoo-jin’s call snapped him out of his thoughts.  Everyone was looking at him, not just Sung Yoo-jin.  Kim Kang-san seemed slightly wary, while the men with the spear and sword looked terrified.



    



     



    



    As if to reassure them, he took a step back and said, “I’m Choi Kang-seok. Are you alright?”



    



     



    



    He was strangely reminded of his first encounter with Sung Yoo-jin.



    



     



    



    At his introduction, the orange-haired man with the sword hesitantly asked, “A-Are you Korean?”



    



     



    



    “Yes, I am.”



    



     



    



    Did it feel like meeting someone from your hometown in a faraway land?



    



     



    



    As if greatly relieved by those words, the men with the spear and sword simultaneously let out a long sigh.



    



     



    



    He almost let out a wry chuckle, but managed to suppress it.  Sung Yoo-jin smiled secretly.



    



     



    



    “I’m Kim Kang-san.”



    



     



    



    The man in the dark blue full plate armor—Kim Kang-san—stood in front of him and said this.  Sweat dripped from his forehead, and his breathing was ragged, but his eyes were clearly smiling.



    



     



    



    Was he grateful for being saved?



    



     



    



    A hand extended as if offering a handshake.



    



     



    



    Sheathing Durandal, Kang-seok took Kim Kang-san’s hand.



    



     



    



    * * *



    



     



    



    “I’m Kim Nam-young.”



    



     



    



    “I’m Ahn Jae-min.”



    



     



    



    The men with the spear and sword introduced themselves.



    



     



    



    Kim Nam-young, the blue-haired man with the spear, had a slightly chubby face.  He was wearing crude armor, presumably taken from the Knolls, over sturdy-looking leather clothing.



    



     



    



    Ahn Jae-min, the orange-haired man, was rather thin in contrast to Kim Nam-young, and his face was etched with exhaustion.



    



     



    



    ‘Something’s…strange.’



    



     



    



    Looking at Kim Nam-young and Ahn Jae-min, he couldn’t help but tilt his head in confusion.



    



     



    



    They looked ordinary. Not ugly, not handsome.  Slightly chubby or thin people were common enough in real life.



    



     



    



    But that was precisely what was strange.



    



     



    



    Player characters and NPCs in games were mostly attractive.  Not nine out of ten, but ninety-nine out of a hundred.



    



     



    



    So what was going on?  Did Kim Nam-young and Ahn Jae-min have unusual tastes?



    



     



    



    ‘Does their real-life appearance have some influence?’



    



     



    



    “I’m Sung Yoo-jin.”



    



     



    



    As if interrupting his thoughts, Sung Yoo-jin introduced herself with a bright smile.  His eyes instinctively went to her face, and feeling slightly embarrassed, he cleared his throat.



    



     



    



    As he had noticed several times over the past few days, Sung Yoo-jin was a striking beauty. Ahn Jae-min’s eyes lit up as if captivated by her bright smile, and Kim Nam-young swallowed hard.



    



     



    



    Kim Kang-san, who seemed to be their leader, looked at them with friendly eyes, despite his stoic expression.



    



     



    



    He had a masculine face with strong features and a red beard, but his aura was unique.  He couldn't judge by appearances alone, but he seemed to be a considerably older player.



    



     



    



    In any case, they had at least exchanged names.  To move the conversation forward, he turned his attention back to Kim Kang-san.  And that was when it happened.



    



     



    



    “P-Park Han-young.”



    



     



    



    The voice came from above.  He instinctively drew Durandal and threw himself in front of Sung Yoo-jin, while Kim Kang-san stumbled back. Kim Nam-young and Ahn Jae-min looked up at the ceiling with blank expressions.



    



     



    



    A dark figure was clinging to the ceiling. Clad entirely in black from head to toe, like a ninja from a Japanese anime, its face was completely covered, leaving only its eyes visible.



    



     



    



    Its voice was also distorted, making it difficult to discern its gender.  As everyone stared, the ninja clinging to the wall stammered, finally managing to speak.



    



     



    



    “I…I was hiding. I’m not good at fighting…”



    



     



    



    Trailing off, the ninja—Park Han-young—crawled further along the ceiling to a secluded spot before carefully descending to the floor.  Despite dropping from a ceiling over three meters high, it made no sound.



    



     



    



    ‘A stealth class?’



    



     



    



    When one thought of a ninja, one usually pictured tight-fitting clothing, but Park Han-young wasn't like that.



    



     



    



    Its flowing robes made it impossible to tell if it was male or female based on physique alone.



    



     



    



    Its height was also ambiguous, making it a complete enigma.



    



     



    



    It could be said that it perfectly embodied the stereotypical image of a ninja from subculture.



    



     



    



    Park Han-young hesitated, unable to approach the group.  It looked almost pitiful.



    



     



    



    Kim Nam-young showed his displeasure towards Park Han-young, and Ahn Jae-min’s expression wasn’t very pleasant either.  It seemed they were thinking about how Park Han-young had just been watching while they were in danger.



    



     



    



    This wasn’t good.



    



     



    



    They had barely exchanged names, but they were likely to be “companions,” at least until they escaped the dungeon.  It wouldn’t do for them to start off on the wrong foot.



    



     



    



    “Um, excuse me!”



    



     



    



    Sung Yoo-jin suddenly raised her hand and spoke up.  Naturally, everyone’s attention shifted to her.



    



     



    



    He looked at her too.  Her red ears and slightly stiff cheeks clearly showed that she was forcing herself.



    



     



    



    But she spoke again with a bright expression.



    



     



    



    “Um, this might sound crazy, but—”



    



     



    



    She trailed off slightly and glanced at him. It was a clear plea for help, but he was struggling to contain his laughter.



    



     



    



    He knew exactly why she was doing this, what she was about to say, and how flustered she must be feeling inside.



    



     



    



    Sung Yoo-jin glared at him resentfully before taking a deep breath.  After looking at Kim Kang-san, Kim Nam-young, Ahn Jae-min, and Park Han-young, she put on a charming, if somewhat forced, customer service smile and asked, “What game were you all playing before you came here?”



    



     



    



    —–CROW—– 
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    —–CROW—– 



    



    



    



    “Blood. The three of us were in the same blood oath in the game,” Kim Kang-san said, speaking for the other two.  It seemed the three of them were close, like brothers.



    



    



    



    Blood.



    



    



    



    Korea’s second oldest MMORPG.



    



    



    



    Twenty years had passed since its release, yet it still held a spot in the MMORPG rankings, a long-lived veteran.



    



    



    



    It was a game that had given rise to the darker aspects of online gaming—pay-to-win, botting, and excessive gambling—but it was also a pioneer of the first generation of Korean online games, expanding the base of online gaming itself.



    



    



    



    Literally light and darkness.



    



    



    



    For better or worse, it was a symbolic presence in Korean online gaming.



    



    



    



    In any case, Blood.



    



    



    



    ‘So, Blood-geese after all.’



    



    



    



    ‘Blood-geese’ was a term used to refer to older players of Blood.



    



    



    



    Blood had a long history, and the influence of so-called "cashing" was strong. Perhaps due to its simple gameplay, there were a considerable number of players in their 40s and 50s, a demographic rarely seen in other games.



    



    



    



    Perhaps because I was thinking of them as older, Kim Kang-san’s face suddenly seemed more mature.



    



    



    



    When I first saw him, he seemed to be in his late 20s, but now he looked to be in his mid to late 30s.  His actual age might be even higher.



    



    



    



    When the three men finished their story, the attention naturally shifted to Park Han-young.  Their eyes darted around before answering, “PekoPeko Online.”



    



    



    



    Kim Kang-san, as well as myself and Sung Yoo-jin, blinked.



    



    



    



    PekoPeko Online?



    



    



    



    I had never heard of such a game. Park Han-young shrunk back even further.



    



    



    



    “I-It’s a Japanese game.  Not PC…but…c-console.  It’s a fairly well-known series among fans, but…”



    



    



    



    PekoPeko Online.



    



    



    



    I couldn’t even begin to guess what kind of game it was, but it made some sense.  Considering cultural differences, it would be difficult for a game with such a strong ninja concept to come out of Korea.



    



    



    



    With Park Han-young’s explanation, the introductions of their respective games were over.



    



    



    



    Six players.



    



    



    



    Each from a different game.  Four games in total.



    



    



    



    Ahn Jae-min shook his head as if dizzy. “I can’t believe we’re from different games…”



    



    



    



    It was unimaginable.  In typical manga or novels, everyone who experienced something like this would be from the same game.



    



    



    



    Of course, the very premise of being transported to another world with game abilities was absurd to begin with.



    



    



    



    Kim Kang-san asked me again, “You said Fighter Online, right?”



    



    



    



    “Yes, a fighting game.”



    



    



    



    Contrary to his appearance, Kim Kang-san was quite sociable. At my casual reply, Ahn Jae-min muttered, “Wow…so that’s why you’re so fast.”



    



    



    



    The power of a trained human was truly remarkable.



    



    



    



    It was a concept difficult to grasp for ordinary people who rarely saw, let alone experienced, real fights, but even in reality, there was a significant difference in speed between a martial arts expert and someone unfamiliar with combat.



    



    



    



    Of course, whether it was Fighter Online or Blood, the characters in those games were all superhuman, so comparing a trained human to a layman wasn't entirely accurate.



    



    



    



    But there was a difference in genre.



    



    



    



    There was a huge difference in speed between a fighting game, where players fought in real-time, and a classic RPG, where clicking the mouse was the primary form of control.



    



    



    



    Moreover, Fighter Online was a game that emphasized speed even among fighting games, and my character, Dark Destiny Lord, was a speed-type character who emphasized speed even further.



    



    



    



    Ahn Jae-min had clearly witnessed me taking down the Knolls, but that was all.  He hadn’t been able to grasp how I had defeated them, or what attacks I had used.  In the blink of an eye, five Knolls were on the ground.



    



    



    



    “Truly amazing,” Ahn Jae-min said with almost naive admiration. Kim Kang-san nodded in agreement.  Then, Kim Nam-young, who had been quiet until now, suddenly interjected, “You said you came from the 10th floor?  Then do you know what floor this is?”



    



    



    



    It wasn't overtly aggressive, but there was an accusatory tone to Kim Nam-young’s question.



    



    



    



    My eyebrows furrowed slightly, and Sung Yoo-jin, ever perceptive, quickly stepped in.  She tugged on my hand and answered Kim Nam-young, “It’s the 6th basement floor.  The place we were in was the lowest level.”



    



    



    



    Strictly speaking, Labyrinth was an eleven-floor dungeon, but she judged there was no need to mention the last floor.



    



    



    



    Instead of responding to Sung Yoo-jin, Kim Nam-young looked at our joined hands.



    



    



    



    Kim Kang-san stroked his chin.  “We came up from the floor directly below. It seems there’s more than one staircase connecting the floors.”



    



    



    



    The Labyrinth dungeon was vast. Part of the reason I suspected an ecosystem existed within the dungeon was its sheer size.



    



    



    



    Players starting on different floors.  Perhaps there were even more players within Labyrinth.



    



    



    



    I turned my gaze elsewhere.  “What about you, Han-young?”



    



    



    



    Park Han-young, who had been hesitating, unable to find a moment to interject, quickly replied, “I-I started here. On the 6th floor.”



    



    



    



    “Is there any proof that you were on the 10th floor?” Kim Nam-young interrupted.



    



    



    



    My eyes narrowed, and Sung Yoo-jin squeezed my hand, gauging the situation.  Ahn Jae-min looked nervously between Kim Nam-young and me.



    



    



    



    As the atmosphere grew tense, Kim Kang-san was the first to react.  He reached out his large hand and pressed down on Kim Nam-young’s head, then bowed to me.  “I apologize on his behalf. He’s just agitated and confused…Please forgive him.”



    



    



    



    He bowed his head again, his face full of apology.  Since Kim Kang-san, who looked at least ten years older than me, was bowing his head and being so humble, I couldn’t help but soften.



    



    



    



    And honestly, it was natural to be confused.  We were stuck here, with no idea what was happening in the real world.



    



    



    



    It wasn't that I didn't understand Kim Nam-young’s impatience.



    



    



    



    Of course, understanding it didn't mean I had to tolerate his rudeness.



    



    



    



    “Now, you too,” Kim Kang-san urged. Kim Nam-young grimaced, but then bowed his head to me.  It was a reluctant apology, but I decided not to dwell on it.



    



    



    



    Sung Yoo-jin seized the opportunity. “There is proof.  We were able to obtain information on the 10th floor.”



    



    



    



    With a deliberately bright tone, Sung Yoo-jin looked at me, and I nodded.  I addressed Kim Kang-san.  “There were other bodies there.  We were able to get some information from them.”



    



    



    



    “Other people? People who were playing games like us…Players?”



    



    



    



    There were already six players here.  A couple more wouldn’t be surprising.



    



    



    



    I shook my head. “I’m not sure about that. But if they *were* players, they definitely arrived here much earlier than us.”



    



    



    



    The existence of the strategy journal.



    



    



    



    Moreover, Leif Erikson had cleared the dungeon from the 1st to the 10th floor.



    



    



    



    From the outside in.



    



    



    



    I didn’t immediately reveal the journal. I glanced at Sung Yoo-jin’s hand, which I was still holding, and said to everyone, “Let’s move for now.  It would be best to discuss this further in a safe place…and figure out how to escape this dungeon together.”



    



    



    



    We didn’t know when more Knolls might appear.  Counting the ones Sung Yoo-jin and I had defeated before meeting this group, there were close to ten, but we couldn’t be complacent.  There was no guarantee the Knolls always traveled in packs of ten.



    



    



    



    Kim Kang-san understood immediately.  Without delay, he signaled to Ahn Jae-min and Kim Nam-young to move.



    



    



    



    Sung Yoo-jin breathed a small sigh of relief.  She had been worried that the friction between me and Kim Nam-young might escalate into a fight, but it seemed to have been resolved peacefully.



    



    



    



    ‘They don’t seem like bad people.’



    



    



    



    Ahn Jae-min seemed timid, but he seemed kind, and Kim Kang-san seemed quite reliable.



    



    



    



    ‘Thank goodness.’



    



    



    



    Breathing another sigh of relief, Sung Yoo-jin fidgeted with her hand. She suddenly became aware that she was still holding my hand tightly.



    



    



    



    She glanced at me, and perhaps because she had moved her fingers, I looked at her too.



    



    



    



    Just as our eyes met,



    



    



    



    “H-Hey!”



    



    



    



    Park Han-young, who had been quiet, suddenly shouted.  But it was only for a moment.  As everyone’s gaze focused on her, she shrunk back and muttered in a small voice, “I…I have something important to say.”



    



    



    



    She seemed naturally timid, even glancing around nervously.  But she had shouted to get everyone’s attention. I listened intently.



    



    



    



    “I…I have a stealth skill…a-and…so I’ve explored most of the 6th floor.  I…I also f-found…the stairs to the 5th floor.”



    



    



    



    Everyone’s eyes widened at the mention of the stairs.  Park Han-young flinched and cowered, even though no one had threatened her.  She stammered, “B-But…”



    



    



    



    She trailed off again, gauging everyone’s reactions, before blurting out, “There’s only one staircase, and it’s blocked!”



    



    



    



    “Blocked? You mean the stairs have collapsed?” Sung Yoo-jin asked quickly.  Park Han-young shook her head.



    



    



    



    “N-No.  N-Not like that…It’s…”



    



    



    



    She couldn’t find the right words, her eyes darting around.  She wanted to say something, but the words seemed to escape her.



    



    



    



    I took a step forward.  The moment I heard the stairs were blocked, something came to mind.  “A floor boss?”



    



    



    



    A boss that existed between floors.  A kind of gatekeeper.  A common trope in games where you had to clear facilities floor by floor, whether it was a dungeon or a tower.



    



    



    



    Park Han-young clapped her hands.  “T-That’s right! A boss! A huge monster is guarding the stairs!”



    



    



    



    She nodded repeatedly, as if relieved to have finally gotten the words out.  I couldn’t be sure since only her eyes were visible, but I imagined her smiling brightly beneath the cloth wrapped around her face.



    



    



    



    But the rest of us weren’t smiling.



    



    



    



    A floor boss.



    



    



    



    A single staircase.



    



    



    



    Sung Yoo-jin looked at me.  Her gaze held a clear question, and I nodded.



    



    



    



    Leif Erikson’s strategy journal.



    



    



    



    It contained no information about a floor boss on the 6th floor.



    



    



    



    —–CROW—– 
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    —–CROW—– 



    



    



    



    The group moved to the “6th-floor base” that Sung Yoo-jin and I had set up.



    



    



    



    The monsters in Labyrinth had a habit of staying within a certain territory.  Therefore, every floor had “empty spaces” where the monsters’ ranges of activity didn’t overlap.



    



    



    



    These empty spaces were generally uninhabitable.  Though, talking about habitability in this dungeon was laughable in the first place.



    



    



    



    In any case, these empty spaces shared a few common traits:



    



    



    



    * Distant from water sources or poorly ventilated.



    



    * Dark due to a lack of torches.



    



    * Structurally cramped or with pockets of cold air.



    



    * Infested with insects.



    



    



    



    They were all disadvantages, but they had one absolute advantage: monsters didn’t appear there.



    



    



    



    That’s why Sung Yoo-jin and I set up our temporary base in an empty space on the 6th floor.  A little discomfort was far better than being attacked in our sleep.



    



    



    



    “Let’s sit down for now.”



    



    



    



    It hadn’t felt so cramped when it was just the two of us, but with six people inside, the room felt full.



    



    



    



    I took out the brazier I’d found on the 10th floor and lit a small fire.  It was just embers, but it was more than enough to warm the air in the room.



    



    



    



    Once everyone was settled, all eyes turned to Park Han-young.



    



    



    



    Park Han-young’s lips moved soundlessly for a moment before she finally spoke. “The main content in PekoPeko Online, the game I was playing, was doing ‘yarigomi’ playthroughs in dungeons.  So, mapping was a very important task.”



    



    



    



    “Yarigomi playthrough?”



    



    



    



    Mapping meant creating a map, but ‘yarigomi’ was a word I’d never heard before.



    



    



    



    Sung Yoo-jin tilted her head, asking again.  I blinked, equally lost.



    



    



    



    ‘Is it Japanese?’



    



    



    



    Park Han-young fumbled, unable to answer.  It was Ahn Jae-min, not Park Han-young, who provided the explanation.  “Yarigomi playthrough means a ‘completionist playthrough.’  Like maximizing your level, or delving into endless dungeons…In our terms, it’s grinding.”



    



    



    



    “T-That’s right. That. Grinding.”



    



    



    



    Park Han-young nodded quickly, a smile returning to her eyes.  Ahn Jae-min smiled back.



    



    



    



    Seeming relieved, Park Han-young continued her explanation with a more relaxed expression.  “I made a map of the 6th floor, just like I used to in PekoPeko.  Um, but…uh…how do I show you?”



    



    



    



    From what she said, it seemed she had used a system specific to PekoPeko Online to create the map.



    



    



    



    That meant only she could see it.



    



    



    



    As if anticipating this, I replied, “It’ll be a bit of trouble, but could you copy it down here?”



    



    



    



    I handed her spare paper and a pen from Leif Erikson’s belongings.



    



    



    



    It wasn’t a fountain pen, but a quill that required dipping into an inkwell, making it inconvenient, but it was much better than nothing.



    



    



    



    While Sung Yoo-jin helped the flustered Park Han-young draw the dungeon map, I turned my attention to Kim Kang-san. As if he’d been waiting, he spoke. “How much Remaining Survival Time do you have left?”



    



    



    



    “About twenty days?”



    



    



    



    The initial time given was 720 hours, or 30 days.



    



    



    



    I had only purchased time with Kron once, as a test. As I had told Sung Yoo-jin, I was accumulating Kron.



    



    



    



    From the 10th floor to the 6th.



    



    



    



    Honestly, I had collected quite a bit of Kron.  I wasn’t sure if it was because my level was still low, or if the monsters in this dungeon just dropped a lot of Kron, but hunting on the 10th floor for a whole day could earn me more than a week’s worth of time.



    



    



    



    ‘Actually, is this a reasonable exchange rate?’



    



    



    



    This wasn’t a game; it was reality.



    



    



    



    I couldn’t dedicate myself to hunting every single day, and there was no guarantee monsters would keep respawning.



    



    



    



    Furthermore, unlike me, the amount of Kron Sung Yoo-jin obtained decreased as her level increased.



    



    



    



    A system where you earned just enough to survive each day wouldn’t be sustainable.  We would succumb to mental exhaustion and die before we could even level up, let alone use up all our remaining time.



    



    



    



    Who summoned the players?



    



    



    



    And why create such a system?



    



    



    



    Questions piled up, but there were no definitive answers I could reach in this situation. I could only hope that this system operated "rationally," as I had observed so far.



    



    



    



    As I was lost in thought, Kim Kang-san, pondering the twenty days I’d mentioned, continued, “We have about 25 days left. The amount of time we’ve purchased might be different, but…it seems our starting points weren’t the same.”



    



    



    



    “Yes, it seems so.”



    



    



    



    I nodded.



    



    



    



    Not only were our starting floors different, but it seemed our starting *times* were different as well.



    



    



    



    “Yoo-jin and I seem to have crossed over at midnight on December 31st…so, January 1st.  What about you?”



    



    



    



    “It was January 1st for us as well.  Hmm, I’m not sure why our arrival times are different despite having the same departure time.”



    



    



    



    The more we talked, the more confusing it became.



    



    



    



    Kim Kang-san looked at me again.  “In any case, we need to level up quickly. We don’t know how strong the floor boss is.”



    



    



    



    According to the information we exchanged on the way here, Kim Kang-san, Ahn Jae-min, and Kim Nam-young were all level 3.



    



    



    



    They hadn’t been engaged in combat for very long. Moreover, judging from the fight earlier, it wouldn’t be an exaggeration to say that Kim Kang-san was the only real combatant among them.



    



    



    



    Despite all coming from Blood, their situations were different.  Kim Kang-san had logged in with his main character, while Ahn Jae-min and Kim Nam-young had logged in with new, lower-level characters.



    



    



    



    ‘Or rather, is it a more fundamental difference?’



    



    



    



    Everyone started at level 1, essentially.



    



    



    



    I had learned a lot from observing the players other than Sung Yoo-jin and myself.



    



    



    



    Even if you possessed the body of a game character, not everyone was good at fighting. Mental fortitude was just as important as physical ability.



    



    



    



    Come to think of it, fighting games were the clearest demonstration of this fact.



    



    



    



    Even with characters of identical stats, the difference in fighting ability depending on the player controlling them was enormous.



    



    



    



    ‘And appearance.’



    



    



    



    It was no exaggeration to call Blood a legend among Korean MMORPGs. Even I, who hadn’t played any online games other than Fighter Online, knew what the characters in Blood looked like.



    



    



    



    As an older game, Blood had limited customization options.  And there were no characters that looked like Kim Kang-san, Ahn Jae-min, or Kim Nam-young.



    



    



    



    The result of mixing the visual characteristics of game characters with real-life appearances was what we saw now.



    



    



    



    I shook my head, clearing my thoughts. What mattered now was what Kim Kang-san had said.



    



    



    



    We needed to focus on leveling up.



    



    



    



    He was right. But we didn’t have unlimited time.



    



    



    



    “We can’t delay too long.  Not just because of the Remaining Survival Time, but also because it’s difficult to obtain food.”



    



    



    



    We could get drinking water from the waterways.



    



    



    



    But what about food?



    



    



    



    Kim Kang-san asked, “We’ve been eating the dog-like monsters from the lower floor.  What about you?”



    



    



    



    “Emergency rations from the bodies we found on the lower floor…We’re in the same boat, ultimately.”



    



    



    



    We couldn’t survive on just those brick-like combat rations forever.  We had no choice but to hunt and eat the monsters that looked the least human.



    



    



    



    Extremely realistic problems you wouldn’t encounter in a game.



    



    



    



    Kim Kang-san’s face clouded over.  And as if on cue, Sung Yoo-jin’s voice rang out.  “I’m done.”



    



    



    



    Speaking for the bashful Park Han-young, Sung Yoo-jin unfolded the map.  Kim Kang-san clicked his tongue at the densely drawn diagram.  “It’s much larger than I thought.”



    



    



    



    If the size of the room where we first met was 1, the total area of the 6th floor was close to 100.



    



    



    



    I asked Park Han-young, “Where is the floor boss?”



    



    



    



    “Here.”



    



    



    



    Park Han-young pointed to a room located in the center of the map.



    



    



    



    Since the empty space where we were located was in the left corner, it was roughly 700 meters away in a straight line.



    



    



    



    I didn’t waste any time.  Getting up, I said, “Let’s set up a new base and prepare for battle. This doesn't seem like something we can rush.”



    



    



    



    “A new base? What about this place?” Ahn Jae-min asked.



    



    



    



    I shrugged. “This place is too cramped for six people.  It’s a bit awkward to talk about, but there’s also the issue of…bathroom breaks.”



    



    



    



    “Oh…R-Right.  Now that you mention it.”



    



    



    



    Ahn Jae-min scratched the back of his head, while Sung Yoo-jin and Park Han-young looked away.  I cleared my throat and continued, “Han-young, are there any places you’d recommend for a base?  Somewhere monsters don’t frequent?”



    



    



    



    “Th-There’s a place where I was hiding.  The room is much larger than this one.”



    



    



    



    “Good.  Let’s move there for now.  Once we arrive, Kim Kang-san, please focus on leveling up with the others.”



    



    



    



    Defeating the floor boss wasn’t something we could accomplish in one go.  Since we could actually die if we lost, it was best to level up as much as possible before fighting.



    



    



    



    Since it was perfectly logical, Ahn Jae-min and Kim Nam-young simply nodded, but Kim Kang-san was different.  He sensed a subtle nuance in my words.



    



    



    



    “Aren’t you coming with us, Kang-seok?”



    



    



    



    Kim Kang-san and his group would focus on leveling up.



    



    



    



    Then what about Sung Yoo-jin and me?



    



    



    



    I gave a wry smile.  “I should at least do some reconnaissance.”



    



    



    



    “Reconnaissance?”



    



    



    



    “Yes, reconnaissance.”



    



    



    



    Even when playing a single-player RPG, it was common to consult a guide before a boss fight.  This was a real fight, with our lives on the line.



    



    



    



    Park Han-young was the only one who had seen the floor boss.  It wasn’t that I didn’t trust her, but we had too little information.  I needed to see the floor boss with my own eyes.



    



    



    



    The floor boss’s appearance, its weapons, its characteristics.



    



    



    



    Even a small piece of information would be helpful.



    



    



    



    “So, with that in mind, I have a favor to ask.”



    



    



    



    “Yes?”



    



    



    



    I looked at Park Han-young and smiled naturally, and she blinked several times.  After a long pause, she finally understood and her face fell.



    



    



    



    —–CROW—– 
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    —–CROW—– 



    



     



    



    The group followed Park Han-young’s lead to the new base. As she had promised, the room was more than three times larger than the one Sung Yoo-jin and I had been using.



    



     



    



    “Monsters rarely appear around here,” she explained.



    



     



    



    There was only one path leading to the room.  Judging by the waterway flowing in one corner, it seemed to have been designed as a resting place.



    



     



    



    ‘Despite the favorable conditions, monsters don’t come here often.’



    



     



    



    There were two possible explanations:



    



     



    



    One, like our first bases on the lowest level and the 10th floor, this was the territory of a powerful monster, keeping weaker ones away.



    



     



    



    Two, Leif and his companions had defeated most of the monsters in this area while clearing the dungeon.



    



     



    



    In games, monsters respawned as soon as they were killed, so even if someone cleared an area, there wouldn’t be a “hole” in the defenses. But this was reality.  It was entirely possible.



    



     



    



    “This is definitely a good spot. There’s a water source…and we can use those pieces of furniture as firewood,” Kim Kang-san said, looking around the room with apparent satisfaction. His gaze landed on the ornately carved wooden drawers and chairs scattered around.



    



     



    



    “Then rest here for now.  As I said, Yoo-jin and I will go on reconnaissance,” I said.



    



     



    



    “Right away, without resting?”



    



     



    



    Ahn Jae-min and Kim Nam-young had already collapsed on the floor, and Kim Kang-san, also seemingly intending to rest, had placed his shield on the ground. I shrugged.



    



     



    



    “Time is money.”



    



     



    



    No, “money” wasn’t a strong enough expression. Kim Kang-san and I exchanged wry smiles.



    



     



    



    “Good luck,” Kim Kang-san said, words I’d never heard from him in reality, and probably never would.  I nodded, and then left the room with Sung Yoo-jin, who was already prepared to leave, and Park Han-young, who seemed reluctant.



    



     



    



    The distance between the new base and the central room where the floor boss supposedly resided wasn’t that far.  Only about 700 meters in a straight line.



    



     



    



    However, due to the intervening walls, we had to take a detour, which more than tripled the distance.



    



     



    



    Park Han-young, unable to use her “stealth” skill while guiding us, nervously scanned her surroundings. Sung Yoo-jin, holding her shield, vigilantly surveyed the area.



    



     



    



    If I were only considering reconnaissance, it would have been better to leave Sung Yoo-jin at the base.  Park Han-young could use stealth, and I had my exceptional mobility.



    



     



    



    It would have been faster for just the two of us, and easier to escape in case of emergency. But I had a simple reason for not doing so.



    



     



    



    ‘I can’t trust them yet.’



    



     



    



    The Blood-geese trio, led by Kim Kang-san.



    



     



    



    I wasn’t just talking about combat ability.



    



     



    



    These were Korean players I’d met in an unknown world.



    



     



    



    It wasn’t strange to feel camaraderie and fight alongside them. In fact, I had been doing just that with Sung Yoo-jin.



    



     



    



    But we had only just met.



    



     



    



    A few hours ago, at most.



    



     



    



    Considering the large difference in combat ability between myself and the Blood-geese trio, I doubted they would try anything funny, especially thinking about the future, but I couldn’t be certain.



    



     



    



    ‘It feels a bit unfair, and makes me seem paranoid, but…’



    



     



    



    Although Kim Nam-young rubbed me the wrong way, Kim Kang-san and Ahn Jae-min seemed affable and good-natured.



    



     



    



    It made me uncomfortable to treat them like potential criminals, but it was better to be safe than sorry.



    



     



    



    And Sung Yoo-jin’s combat strength was considerable.



    



     



    



    Her various tanking skills, including her unique Provoke ability, would be a great help in a pinch.



    



     



    



    ‘If anything happens, I can just grab her and run.’



    



     



    



    Park Han-young could use stealth, so she could take care of herself. That left Sung Yoo-jin and me, and carrying her wouldn’t be a problem.



    



     



    



    Finishing my train of thought, I focused on reconnaissance again, nibbling on my lower lip out of habit.



    



     



    



    A floor boss.



    



     



    



    I hadn’t encountered such a being on any of the floors so far. Leif Erikson’s strategy journal also made no mention of a floor boss.



    



     



    



    ‘If there’s only one staircase connecting the 5th and 6th floors, then Leif and his group must have already defeated it.’



    



     



    



    Had another monster taken its place?  Or was Park Han-young mistaken?



    



     



    



    I glanced at the back of Park Han-young’s head as she walked ahead. To be honest, I didn’t fully trust her either.



    



     



    



    We hadn’t known the Blood-geese trio or Park Han-young long enough for me to have complete faith in them.  The situation was different from when I met Sung Yoo-jin.



    



     



    



    And then it happened. Sung Yoo-jin, walking ahead, suddenly tugged on my hand. When I looked at her questioningly, she gestured with her eyes towards Park Han-young. Now that I was paying attention, her breathing was ragged, and her steps unsteady.



    



     



    



    Sung Yoo-jin spoke gently to Park Han-young. “Shall we take a short break?”



    



     



    



    As if she'd been waiting for those words, Park Han-young quickly turned around, nodding vigorously with teary eyes.



    



     



    



    “I’m sorry. It’s my first time moving around without stealth.”



    



     



    



    We rested in a small side room nearby. After regaining her composure, Park Han-young muttered, “As I said, I’m not used to being out in the open…and being in the lead made me really nervous.”



    



     



    



    “Han-young, have you never fought before?” I asked.



    



     



    



    “I-I’ve fought a couple of times.  Ambushing lone monsters while I was in hiding.”



    



     



    



    So, she wasn't completely inexperienced in combat.



    



     



    



    Even though we called them monsters, they were still much larger than dogs, almost human-sized animals.  It was natural for a normal person to feel a strong sense of aversion, like Sung Yoo-jin, who had vomited several times during her first fight.



    



     



    



    Park Han-young had already gone through that process.



    



     



    



    Slightly revising my assessment of her, I asked, “What about food?”



    



     



    



    “I didn’t mention it earlier, but…there’s a place near the base where mushrooms grow.  I’ve been surviving on those.”



    



     



    



    “There are edible mushrooms?” Sung Yoo-jin asked, her eyes shining.  It was a natural reaction, considering she’d been eating tasteless beans every day.



    



     



    



    “Uh, um, yes.  They’re not moss, so they must be mushrooms.  They’re quite tasty when grilled.”



    



     



    



    Despite her stammering and lack of confidence, Park Han-young seemed surprisingly resourceful.



    



     



    



    I observed her again. Her breathing had evened out, and she was stuttering less when talking to Sung Yoo-jin.



    



     



    



    It seemed she had relaxed somewhat.



    



     



    



    “Then let’s get going again. I’ll take the lead this time, so guide me from behind. Yoo-jin, you take the rear,” I instructed.



    



     



    



    “Okay,” Sung Yoo-jin replied, helping Park Han-young to her feet.



    



     



    



    Before we set off, I checked my Remaining Survival Time.  Since there was no way to distinguish day and night in the dungeon, I used my Remaining Survival Time to track the passage of days.



    



     



    



    “Let’s hurry. I want to get back before the day is over.”



    



     



    



    I took the lead, with Park Han-young and Sung Yoo-jin following behind.



    



     



    



    * * *



    



     



    



    The 6th floor was much brighter than the floors below, thanks to the presence of light sources other than torches.



    



     



    



    The light sources were glowing orbs embedded in the ceiling and walls at regular intervals.  I didn’t know how they worked, but they were brighter and more numerous than torches, making it easier to see.



    



     



    



    After carefully proceeding down the corridor for a while, we came to a fork in the path. As I’d been doing, I stopped and looked back at Park Han-young.  She spoke in a hushed voice. “You need to be more careful from here on out.  If you go right, it leads directly to the boss room, but there are quite a few Knolls along the way. If you go left, there’s a…ventilation shaft, or something like that.  You can peek into the boss room from there.”



    



     



    



    It seemed she had taken both paths.



    



     



    



    Right led to the boss fight. Left led to a vantage point.



    



     



    



    The choice was obvious.



    



     



    



    “Let’s go left.”



    



     



    



    Unlike the right path, which was wide enough to be considered a main road, the left path was narrow and winding.



    



     



    



    We passed several small rooms sealed with sturdy wooden doors. Park Han-young opened the door to the last room.



    



     



    



    It looked like a storage room.



    



     



    



    Though empty, it had many shelves, and wooden crates were piled high in one corner.  However, a thick layer of dust covered everything, suggesting it hadn’t been used in a long time.



    



     



    



    Park Han-young pointed to a square opening in the corner of the room, a little over three meters high. “That’s the ventilation shaft. It leads to the boss room.”



    



     



    



    Ventilation would be important in an underground dungeon. Now that I thought about it, I seemed to recall seeing similar openings on the way up.



    



     



    



    As Sung Yoo-jin and I stared at the opening high above us, Park Han-young quickly added, “If you stack those pieces of furniture and climb up…”



    



     



    



    She stopped mid-sentence.  Not because she was stuttering from nervousness, but because I had jumped.



    



     



    



    I leaped from where I stood, then kicked off the air to jump again.



    



     



    



    A three-meter jump wasn’t that high for me, with my double jump ability.



    



     



    



    I could jump much higher than that, not just barely reaching the opening.



    



     



    



    The ventilation shaft was large enough for an adult to crawl through, so if I used a dash as well, I could probably enter it in one go.



    



     



    



    As I landed back on the ground after my test jump, Park Han-young blinked in surprise.  “Wow, you’re even more ninja-like than me.”



    



     



    



    Jumping in mid-air.



    



     



    



    Perhaps impressed by my double jump, she continued in a slightly higher voice, “It’s a straight path from there. I’ll hide here.”



    



     



    



    She was afraid of going to the boss room, but her main reason was the size of the ventilation shaft.



    



     



    



    No matter how large it was, we would still have to crawl.



    



     



    



    What would happen if several people entered such a narrow space and encountered an unexpected situation?



    



     



    



    Sung Yoo-jin, quick-witted as ever, raised her shield slightly.  “I’ll stay here too. It’ll be much better for you to move alone in such a narrow space. I might get in your way.”



    



     



    



    Sung Yoo-jin could read the properties of items, but she couldn’t discern a monster’s stats just by looking at it.



    



     



    



    “I’ll be back. Stay hidden.”



    



     



    



    “Be careful.”



    



     



    



    I nodded and took off my backpack, handing it to Sung Yoo-jin. I jumped lightly and slipped into the ventilation shaft.



    



     



    



    Naturally, there was no light inside the shaft. Fortunately, it didn’t get narrower further in, but the constant crouching in the confined space was stifling, and crawling forward was more tiring than I’d anticipated.



    



     



    



    I don’t know how long I crawled.  I estimated I’d covered at least fifty meters when I saw light.



    



     



    



    It meant the other end wasn’t far.



    



     



    



    Instead of speeding up, I stopped. I didn’t know what awaited me on the other side.



    



     



    



    I had heard a rough explanation from Park Han-young, but I couldn’t be complacent.



    



     



    



    Such a large ventilation shaft…I probably wouldn’t have much time to observe.  If I was unlucky, I might even be chased by Knolls.



    



     



    



    I closed my eyes and focused, taking deep breaths to steel my resolve before resuming my crawl.



    



     



    



    I could hear the Knolls’ voices from the other side.  Mostly growls; I couldn’t make out any discernible language.



    



     



    



    There were a few near the shaft.



    



     



    



    According to Park Han-young’s information, the boss room wasn’t structurally complex.  A large, auditorium-like room with a large staircase, and the boss sitting in front of it.  Knolls positioned throughout the room.



    



     



    



    Since the ventilation shaft faced the staircase directly, I should be able to see the boss immediately.



    



     



    



    ‘Ideally, I won’t be detected.’



    



     



    



    The players, including myself, had already defeated several Knolls.  I doubted the floor boss was unaware of our presence. But even so, it would be best if it didn't know I was spying on it.



    



     



    



    I inched forward.  I could now clearly see through the shaft.



    



     



    



    Just a little further.



    



     



    



    That was when it happened.



    



     



    



    A powerful tremor shook the ventilation shaft.



    



     



    



    It was a shock strong enough to make anyone scream in terror, but I gritted my teeth and pushed forward.



    



     



    



    I couldn’t clearly make out what was happening outside.



    



     



    



    I could only guess that some powerful force had struck the wall near the shaft.



    



     



    



    Holding my breath, I saw it.



    



     



    



    Beyond the shaft.



    



     



    



    The staircase.



    



     



    



    And the figure standing before it.  A massive Knoll, staring at the wall next to the shaft, a throwing spear poised in its hand.  The other Knolls around it, startled and panicking, or prostrating themselves.



    



     



    



    It didn’t seem to be aiming at me. It seemed to be aiming at something that *had been* standing by the wall near the shaft.



    



     



    



    Having confirmed the floor boss’s appearance, I didn’t delay any longer.  I placed both hands on the shaft wall and pushed, pulling myself backward, then repeating the process.



    



     



    



    What I had witnessed in that short time:



    



     



    



    Size, roughly four meters. A helmet, shoulder armor, and chest plate. A massive axe. Throwing spears. Jet-black fur.



    



     



    



    A monster that seemed capable of taking on twenty ordinary Knolls at once.



    



     



    



    Even as I moved to exit the ventilation shaft, I kept thinking.  I recalled the strategy journal, which I’d read so many times I’d practically memorized it.



    



     



    



    It existed.



    



     



    



    A giant Knoll.  The ruler of the Knolls in Labyrinth.  A being that Leif Erikson and his companions hadn’t encountered during their exploration, which they found strange.



    



     



    



    Aden, the King of the Knolls.



    



     



    



    It had to be him.



    



     



    



    —–CROW—– 



    



     



    



    #Only READ at DarkstarTranslations



    



     

  
    Chapter 13



    



     



    



    —–CROW—– 



    



     



    



    Aden, the King of the Knolls.



    



     



    



    Ruler of the Knolls residing in the Labyrinth dungeon.



    



     



    



    Even among the subordinates of the Labyrinth’s master, the “Magical Beast Barbartos,” he was considered one of the top five strongest.



    



     



    



    Standing roughly four meters tall, he possessed a physique several times larger than that of an average Knoll. A warrior-type monster wielding tremendous strength and the Knoll’s innate agility, it was no exaggeration to say he had transcended the physical limitations of his species.



    



     



    



    Fortunately, he didn’t possess any magical abilities.  His magic resistance also seemed to be lacking.



    



     



    



    That was just a brief introduction. The strategy journal contained a wealth of information about him, far exceeding that of other monsters.



    



     



    



    Below an illustration—presumably drawn by Leif, with a note indicating it was a conjectural image, unlike the other drawings—Leif had meticulously detailed his solo strategy for defeating Aden.



    



     



    



    ‘But…it doesn’t seem like it will be much help.’



    



     



    



    Leif believed Aden’s weakness was magic.  Therefore, his strategy focused on delivering a decisive magical blow.



    



     



    



    But there were no mages in our group.



    



     



    



    I was a speed-type warrior.



    



     



    



    Sung Yoo-jin was a tank-type warrior.  It was hard to classify Park Han-young, but she was a ninja, far removed from magic.



    



     



    



    Of the Blood-geese trio, Ahn Jae-min and Kim Nam-young were warriors, and their leader, Kim Kang-san, was a “Monarch.”



    



     



    



    Monarch was a class in Blood that allowed players to create massive guilds.  In RPG terms, it was equivalent to a “Hero” class.



    



     



    



    Although it was a hybrid class that used both sword and magic, we couldn’t rely on Kim Kang-san in this fight. His level was too low.



    



     



    



    ‘He said he needed to reach level 15 to learn even the most basic attack magic…Considering Yoo-jin’s leveling speed, we can’t afford to wait that long.  And even then, it’s doubtful how effective such low-level magic would be.’



    



     



    



    We couldn’t rely on magic in a fight against Aden. Our only hope was the strength of the warrior-type fighters, including myself.



    



     



    



    ‘Supreme King’s Backsword.’



    



     



    



    My ultimate skill, which I still couldn’t use.



    



     



    



    The incredibly complex command.



    



     



    



    I had a rough understanding of how to use commands. It wasn’t about inputting specific button combinations like in the game.  It was about replicating the “movements” that would correspond to those commands.



    



     



    



    My body had reacted when I learned Flying Swallow Slash. I had seen the trajectory of light.



    



     



    



    Although I couldn’t yet use a skill with a complex command like Supreme King’s Backsword, the principle should be the same.



    



     



    



    ‘First, I need to completely master the commands I already know.’



    



     



    



    While the others could level up simply by hunting monsters, I couldn’t.



    



     



    



    The special skill commands I saw when I obtained Durandal and Levantine.



    



     



    



    The new skills that occasionally appeared during combat.



    



     



    



    And the commands I learned by observing others’ skills, like Kim Kang-san’s Bash.



    



     



    



    Steeling my resolve, I looked up. The others were asleep in small groups throughout the room we were using as our new base.



    



     



    



    The Blood-geese trio were lying side by side in the left corner, and Sung Yoo-jin was tossing and turning in the right corner.



    



     



    



    Park Han-young lay next to Sung Yoo-jin, completely still, as if dead.  Judging by the way she had naturally lain down next to Sung Yoo-jin, she was indeed female.



    



     



    



    I was standing in the middle of the room, keeping watch. I had essentially given up on keeping watch when it was just Sung Yoo-jin and me due to stamina issues, but with six people, we could now take turns.



    



     



    



    The room was dark.  A few luminous orbs attached to the ceiling were the only source of light.



    



     



    



    [Remaining Survival Time: 480 hours 12 minutes 1 second]



    



     



    



    My watch shift was almost over. I sat up slightly and stretched.



    



     



    



    ‘Should I just buy some time?’



    



     



    



    I had only purchased a couple of hours as a test.  I had accumulated a considerable amount of Kron, so I could secure a significant amount of time if I bought it all at once.



    



     



    



    There was only one reason I was hesitant: the possibility that Kron had other uses.



    



     



    



    From a gaming perspective, Kron was cash.



    



     



    



    It might be a crude analogy, but buying Remaining Survival Time with Kron was similar to purchasing a subscription in a game.



    



     



    



    What you could do with cash.



    



     



    



    In Fighter Online, you could buy various items with cash. Items for character customization, or reducing the number of matches required for transcendence.



    



     



    



    ‘They’re sleeping soundly.’



    



     



    



    I glanced to the side and chuckled.



    



     



    



    Sung Yoo-jin was a restless sleeper.  She couldn’t lie still and would roll around in her sleep.



    



     



    



    When she woke up, her hair would be a mess, and she would often be in a completely different spot from where she had initially fallen asleep.



    



     



    



    Right now, she was hugging Park Han-young and smiling, smacking her lips as if dreaming of food.



    



     



    



    Since I was bored, I decided to sit down and watch her.  And that was when it happened.



    



     



    



    Ahn Jae-min, one of the Blood-geese trio, suddenly sat up.



    



     



    



    Instead of reacting immediately, I simply observed him.  Oblivious to my gaze, he scratched his stomach and got up, blinking his eyes. He left the room and returned a few minutes later. He must have gone to relieve himself.



    



     



    



    “Uh, um, I’m next, right?” he asked in a low voice, looking at me, seemingly having woken up a bit.



    



     



    



    “You still have about 15 minutes left.”



    



     



    



    “It’s a bit awkward to go back to sleep now.”



    



     



    



    Grinning, Ahn Jae-min walked over to me and sat down.



    



     



    



    “I’ll just start my shift now, so you can sleep early.”



    



     



    



    I blinked, surprised by an offer I hadn’t received once during my two years of military service.



    



     



    



    Ahn Jae-min smiled again.  “You saved our lives today. Not that this makes us even, but…you don’t have to feel bad about it.”



    



     



    



    Despite his thin face and dark circles, which gave him a somewhat gloomy appearance, Ahn Jae-min was generally kind and gentle in his words and actions.  A slightly timid, but good person.



    



     



    



    When I didn’t reply immediately, he spoke as if to himself, “It’s strange to talk about being lucky in this situation…but I’m glad I came here with Kang-san.  And I’m really glad I met you, Kang-seok. I didn’t say it earlier, but you were really awesome.”



    



     



    



    I was weak to straightforward compliments.  Hearing Ahn Jae-min, who was probably older than me, praise me so openly made me feel embarrassed.



    



     



    



    He glanced at Sung Yoo-jin and asked, “Is Yoo-jin your girlfriend?”



    



     



    



    “No, we just met here.”



    



     



    



    Had it been only eleven days since we started traveling together?



    



     



    



    Considering the circumstances, she felt closer than some girls I’d known for years, but in absolute terms, it hadn’t been that long.



    



     



    



    ‘Come to think of it, I’m a pretty decent guy.’



    



     



    



    In manga and movies, men in extreme situations often acted like animals in heat.



    



     



    



    But if I thought about it carefully, the situations weren’t quite the same.



    



     



    



    Would someone suddenly change just because they were transported to another world?  Would they discard decades of ingrained morals and try to rape and control women?



    



     



    



    That seemed excessive, even considering hormonal influences.



    



     



    



    Of course, if the extreme situation persisted, things might change. I could maintain my composure now partly because of my personality, but also because I had the strength to fight.



    



     



    



    Praising myself internally, I nodded with a satisfied expression, like most men looking in the mirror late at night.



    



     



    



    Oblivious to my inner thoughts, Ahn Jae-min said in a suggestive tone, “You two look good together.”



    



     



    



    “Ahem.”



    



     



    



    I cleared my throat reflexively, and Ahn Jae-min chuckled softly, patting my shoulder. “Anyway, go to sleep.  I’ll take over the watch.”



    



     



    



    “Thanks.”



    



     



    



    I lay down a little distance away from Sung Yoo-jin, and Ahn Jae-min stood up and moved to the center of the room.



    



     



    



    ‘Maybe the Blood-geese are all good people…’  I murmured inwardly, closing my eyes. Sleep quickly claimed me.



    



     



    



    * * *



    



     



    



    The next day, the group left the base in two separate parties.



    



     



    



    The Blood-geese trio formed one party.



    



     



    



    Sung Yoo-jin, Park Han-young, and I formed the other.



    



     



    



    Party members could share certain information, such as Remaining Survival Time and Kron acquired.



    



     



    



    The reason we didn’t form a single six-person party was because of the Exa Online system; forming a party of four or more significantly reduced experience and Kron gains.



    



     



    



    There wasn’t a designated field where monsters spawned like in a game. We decided to descend to the 7th floor and make a large loop around its outer perimeter.



    



     



    



    A few hours after we started “hunting,”



    



     



    



    “Alright! Level up!” Ahn Jae-min cheered, raising both arms.  Kim Nam-young had also leveled up, so the Blood-geese trio were all in high spirits.



    



     



    



    Fighting life-or-death battles against human-sized monsters was something that took time to get used to, but this was already our umpteenth time.



    



     



    



    Moreover, seeing the numerical confirmation of their growing strength with each level up naturally boosted their morale, overcoming their fear.



    



     



    



    As I watched Sung Yoo-jin and Park Han-young finish off the last Knoll, I smiled and looked at the Blood-geese trio.



    



     



    



    In the short term, hunting together wasn't advantageous for me. Kron was directly linked to survival time.  It would be much more beneficial for my survival to monopolize the monsters and hoard Kron.



    



     



    



    But in the long run, it was a different story.



    



     



    



    To reach the 5th floor, we had to defeat Aden, the King of the Knolls.



    



     



    



    Could I defeat Aden alone?  Could I even survive on my own?



    



     



    



    I needed someone to hold off the other Knolls while I fought Aden.  I needed allies to help me defeat him.



    



     



    



    And although it might be naive, or perhaps I was simply “deluding” myself into thinking I had the luxury, I didn’t want to fight over Kron with these people.



    



     



    



    “Oh, it’s just like the game! I got a new skill at level 5!” Ahn Jae-min exclaimed excitedly.  Kim Nam-young, equally excited, gestured in the air.



    



     



    



    “Let’s see, let’s see.”



    



     



    



    Kim Kang-san stood back, watching the two with a relaxed expression. Sung Yoo-jin and I also smiled faintly.



    



     



    



    Ahn Jae-min looked up, striking a dramatic pose. “Kang-seok, look at thi—”



    



     



    



    *Kwaaang!*



    



     



    



    With a deafening roar, Ahn Jae-min vanished.  He was slammed into the wall, motionless.



    



     



    



    A right-angled turn in the corridor.  A massive figure appeared, having just embedded Ahn Jae-min into the wall.



    



     



    



    Yellow eyes glowed amidst its jet-black fur, reminiscent of black flames.  Blood, not the monster’s, dripped from the hand that had crushed Ahn Jae-min.



    



     



    



    “Ah?”



    



     



    



    Kim Nam-young, stunned by the sight, let out a dazed sound.  Instead of running, he stared blankly at Ahn Jae-min’s body embedded in the wall.



    



     



    



    “Run!” I shouted. But it was too late.



    



     



    



    The black monster—Aden, the King of the Knolls—swung the axe in his right hand.  It cleaved Kim Nam-young, frozen in place, vertically in two.



    



     



    



    Blood splattered.  Crimson filled my vision.  Kim Nam-young’s bisected body collapsed like a puppet with its strings cut.



    



     



    



    Floor bosses in games didn’t move.  They always waited for players in their designated spots.



    



     



    



    But this wasn’t a game.  This was reality.  A world where such rules didn’t apply.



    



     



    



    “Kheeeeeeooong!”



    



     



    



    Aden, the King of the Knolls, roared, unleashing his fury upon the players who had slain dozens of his kin.



    



     



    



    He was terrifying.  Just looking at him made my legs weak.



    



     



    



    But I gripped Durandal, and roared back defiantly.



    



     



    



    At this moment, I had only one option.



    



     



    



    Fight and win.



    



     



    



    —–CROW—– 
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