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      Episode 1
    

    
      

    

    My fingers moved quickly across the keyboard without stopping.

    But even though my hands were busy, the work itself wasn’t stressful.

    It was just simple coding implementing exactly what was written in the specifications.

    As a developer with five years of experience, this kind of work was easy, like eating lunch every day.

    
      Hmm…
    

    Still, there were moments when even my fingers stopped.

    The first reason?

    When I had to think deeply about how to build a function.

    
      
        “Wouldn’t it be better to do it this way instead?”
      
    

    Sometimes I saw a better way than what was in the specs.

    
      But.. if I go off-spec and something breaks, that’ll just cause more trouble.
    

    It’s safer to just follow instructions exactly.

    And today, my hands stopped for the second reason:

    
      It was time to go home.
    

    
      “I’ve already finished testing, and I committed the code too...”
    

    I double-checked everything, stood up, and put on my coat.

    
      “I’m heading out now.”
    

    Just as I was about to leave the office, a voice called out behind me.

    
      “Got something important going on tonight?”
    

    It was my new team leader.

    They were known for their great project management skills

    In other words, they were good at squeezing work out of developers.

    
      Important plans...?
    

    
      “No, not really.”
    

    All I had planned at home was gaming. That’s it.

    
      “Then how about staying a bit longer? You know how it works.
    

    
      If your work gets delayed, it messes up the whole team’s schedule.”
    

    Of course, I knew.

    I’d had to wait before because someone else on the team was behind.

    
      But that’s not the case for me.
    

    
      “Is there anything more you want me to do?”
    

    
      “What do you mean? You still have work left, don’t you?”
    

    
      “I’ve finished everything. You can check.”
    

    
      “Huh? That’s not possible...”
    

    He clicked the mouse with a doubtful look.

    But then, slowly, his expression changed

    from disbelief to shock, then finally to doubt again.

    
      “You’re telling me you did all this in one day?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “And testing?”
    

    
      “Ran everything on the dev server. Backed up the logs too.”
    

    
      “I should check it myself.”
    

    He stood up with a USB and said,

    
      “What are you waiting for? Follow me.”
    

    
      “Do I have to?”
    

    
      “Of course. Let’s make sure you did it right.”
    

    
      Click.
    

    I followed him into the server room. It was always cold, filled with the sound of machines.

    
      “Baek In-wook.”
    

    As he plugged the USB in, he said,

    
      “Your resume says you were the first Korean to win the International College Programming Contest.”
    

    
      “Yeah, that was me.”
    

    
      “I don’t care what you did six years ago. If you think that title means you can slack off
    

    
      it won’t work on me.”
    

    He wiped my test settings and made his environment.

    
      “I’ve seen a lot of people like you.
    

    
      Good at solving complex algorithms, but have no idea how to write clean, accurate code.”
    

    As he spoke, the test started running, and logs began to appear.

    
      “I admit, your speed is impressive. But”
    

    While we waited for the results, he suddenly said:

    
      “Want to make a bet?”
    

    
      “A bet?”
    

    
      “If there’s even one mistake in your code,
    

    
      you’ll have to report to me every day and won’t be allowed to go home until you fix it.”
    

    
      “And if there’s no mistake?”
    

    
      “Then I’ll let you leave right after your tasks are done. No more staying late.
    

    
      But I doubt that’ll happen.”
    

    
      That's a pretty tempting offer.
    

    If he’d just offered to buy me dinner, I wouldn’t have cared.

    But this was worth it.

    Just then, the test ended and the results showed on screen.

    Before he could see it, I answered quickly:

    
      “Alright. I’ll take that bet.”
    

    
      “Don’t beg me to take it back later.”
    

    He scanned the test results, then suddenly smiled and pointed at the screen.

    
      “Aha, here! Everything else says ‘True,’ but this one says ‘False.’”
    

    It was true.

    
      “That’s because I followed the spec exactly.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    I opened the spec file, which I also saved on the USB, and pointed it out.

    
      “If you follow this line exactly, it should be ‘False.’
    

    
      If it’s wrong, then the spec is wrong, not my code.”
    

    He checked again.

    
      “Huh you're right”
    

    He read the spec over and over, but couldn’t find a single mistake in my code.

    
      “Fine. I admit it. You’re different.”
    

    
      “So… Can I go home now?”
    

    
      “Not today. But from tomorrow, just finish your work and go.
    

    
      That’s the deal.”
    

    He turned back to my code, deeply focused.

    
      “You implemented it like this?”
    

    It looked like he’d be busy reading my code for a while.

    
      On the bus home.
    

    I finally found a seat and pulled out my phone.

    Naturally, I launched my favorite game.

    
      [Welcome to the Terracia Chronicles.]
    

    Terrasia Chronicle a game running for three years.

    It was famous for its crazy detail and freedom.

    Also, it was the reason I was so eager to go home every day.

    People often asked:

    
      “What’s so fun about this game?”
    

    I wasn’t playing it because it was “fun.”

    It wasn’t easy, and most people found it too detailed or difficult.

    But for me, it was something else.

    
      “How did they develop this?”
    

    I could figure out how most games were made within days.

    But not this one.

    After three years of playing, I still had no idea how they built it.

    That made me even more determined.

    It was a personal challenge no one would praise me for it,

    but I didn’t want to give up.

    Then, suddenly zap!

    Something clicked in my brain.

    
      “Wait, what's this?”
    

    I saw something off.

    A magic spell effect didn’t match the description.

    I ran the same test again.

    
      Zap.
    

    The spell misbehaved again.

    I kept testing under different conditions and finally figured it out.

    
      It was a bug.
    

    The first real bug I’d ever found in this game.

    Even better, I had a good idea of what was causing it.

    
      “Now I just need to send a bug report.”
    

    I wrote it out clearly, what happened, what might be causing it.

    
      [Sent.]
    

    Just as I hit send buzz buzz

    A reply from the developers?

    
      “Already?”
    

    Must be an auto-reply or so I thought until I read it.

    
      "Hello, this is the Terrasia Chronicle dev team. We read your report.
    

    
      We’d like to make you an offer related to this bug."
    

    
      An offer?
    

    I replied quickly.

    
      “What kind of offer?”
    

    The reply came almost instantly.

    
      “Would you like to fix the magic spell yourself?”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    Did they mean giving me access to the code?

    
      “Are you saying you’ll send me the code?”
    

    
      “If you agree to fix it, we’ll give it to you.”
    

    That sounded suspicious.

    But I had nothing to lose.

    If I could see even a small part of this game’s code it would be worth it.

    
      “I agree.”
    

    Then a file arrived.

    
      [Attachment]
    

    
      What is this?
    

    I opened it with excitement

    and a wall of strange code filled my screen.

    
      “Wait this is code?”
    

    The names of functions and variables were odd.

    
      ‘Fire,’ ‘Mana,’ ‘Casting’...
    

    Not your average programming code.

    Still, I could guess it was the code for the magic spell I reported on.

    But then

    
      “What programming language 
      
        is
      
       this?”
    

    I messaged them again.

    
      “What language is this written in?”
    

    
      “It’s just the language of magic. If you want a name, call it ML—Magic Language.”
    

    
      Are they insane?
    

    Did they make their programming language for magic?

    
      “Thanks for the answer.”
    

    Even if it was crazy I liked it.

    Time to start coding.

    Since ML wasn’t a real language, there were no proper editors.

    Even my phone’s memo app was good enough.

    
      “Let’s fix the bug first”
    

    Just as I thought, it was easy to fix.

    But then I noticed something.

    
      “This code is kind of sloppy.”
    

    Not bad, but not great either.

    Weird for a game made with its language.

    So I decided to improve it.

    I saved the bug-fix version just in case, and then went deeper

    removing wasteful code, fixing memory issues, and avoiding infinite loops.

    I was deep in the zone when

    
      Tap tap.
    

    Someone touched my shoulder.

    
      “Sir… sir…”
    

    It was the bus driver.

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      “This is the last stop.”
    

    Oops. I’d gone too far.

    
      “One moment, please.”
    

    
      “Sir, you need to get off.”
    

    
      “Just one minute, please. Really.”
    

    I quickly checked my code for typos.

    I wanted to test it but of course, I couldn’t do that in real life.

    I had to trust my code.

    
      [Sent.]
    

    I stood up.

    
      “Sorry about that.”
    

    But as I stepped off the bus.

    A reply from the game devs.

    
      “Impressive.”
    

    Just one short word.

    I didn’t expect thanks, but still, it felt nice.

    Then another message came in.

    
      “Now that we’ve confirmed your talent, we will proceed with the contract.”
    

    
      “Contract? Talent?”
    

    Wait, what?

    
      “What is going”
    

    Suddenly, my vision blurred.

    
      “ what’s happening?”
    

    
      

      

    

  

    
      Episode 2 – Tutorial
    

    
      

    

    “To celebrate the 1,000th anniversary of the Terracia Empire…”

    A familiar voice echoed in my ears.

    “We’ve prepared a special game for this special day!”

    I’ve heard that line hundreds no, thousands of times.

    Of course, it’s from the tutorial in Terracia Chronicles.

    
      “Did I fall asleep while playing the game again?”
    

    But the sound it’s way too real for that.

    “There are 100 prisoner participants! Whoever survives will win freedom!”

    
      Wait, can sound be this vivid through earphones?
    

    This isn’t just realistic, it's like I’m there.

    “Huh?”

    I opened my eyes without meaning to. The sunlight was so bright I almost closed them again, but I forced myself to look around.

    
      No way this can’t be happening
    

    All around me, people in prison uniforms.

    And in front of us a massive audience watching from the stands.

    
      “I’m in the tutorial?”
    

    This is crazy. It defies logic.

    But everything I see looks completely real.

    “No point in wasting time in this heat! Let’s start before our fresh prisoners turn into jerky!”

    The announcer’s voice was irritatingly cheerful.

    That fast pace was a good thing in the game but not here.

    That crushing pressure hit me

    
      The tutorial’s about to start.
    

    
      I’m screwed.
    

    As if that wasn’t bad enough, I noticed what I was holding.

    
      “A staff? Wait a staff?”
    

    There was only one meaning to that.

    I was a Mage.

    
      Out of all classes a Mage?!
    

    The survival rate for mages in the tutorial was only 8%.

    There’s a reason why people say “No mage under 100 hours of playtime.”

    I’m seriously, seriously screwed.“For the first round, we have the weakest of monsters Goblins! Even your grandma could beat these guys! If you die to them, you don’t want freedom!”

    The announcer announced the first round opponent.

    The prisoners reacted wildly.

    “Goblins? Aren’t those super weak?”

    “Easy win! Man, joining this thing was the best idea ever.”

    “Let’s crush them and grab a drink after this!”

    Even though it was only round one, everyone was getting way too excited.

    But I knew the truth.

    
      No
    

    The goblins that appear in the tutorial weren’t ordinary.

    
      Those things
    

    Suddenly

    Footsteps echoed from the tunnel.

    Then they appeared.

    Even from a distance, they looked nothing like normal goblins.

    “Wait, what the hell?”

    “Those aren’t goblins”

    “Why are they marching like that?”

    The goblins were in perfect rows, walking in formation like a trained army.

    Everyone began to back away in fear.

    Then came the terrifying roars.

    And the goblins charged.

    They didn’t break formation. They moved as one.

    “Run!”

    “AH!!”

    The prisoners, who had let their guards down, panicked.

    Some didn’t know whether to fight or run.

    Others tripped and fell trying to escape.

    
      This is exactly like the game
    

    It was chilling how identical it was.

    But because of that, my panicked mind suddenly became calm.

    
      If it’s just like the game
    

    Then everything I knew strategies, weaknesses it might all work here.

    First move?

    
      Run.
    

    I wasn’t a warrior. I was a mage.

    And a mage doesn’t survive by fighting head-on.

    My body was fragile. My only spell was Magic Missile.

    And Magic Missile, a single-target spell, wouldn’t help me against a whole horde.

    
      I need to go around toward the outer edge.
    

    Goblins are drawn to crowds.

    If I stayed away from the others, I had a chance.

    “Haa huff…”

    I ran with everything I had, lungs burning, heart pounding.

    Eventually, I escaped the immediate danger.

    “Phew”

    Just like I thought, the goblins hadn’t noticed the outer edge yet.

    Now for the next step.

    
      Where is it?
    

    Among those goblins, there was one in charge.

    The one controlling their group behavior.

    
      Hobgoblin.
    

    The leader of goblins. Way stronger than the rest.

    I had to find it.

    But

    
      Where is it?
    

    Suddenly, I felt the ground shake beneath my feet.

    I looked down.

    A huge shadow was swallowing mine.

    
      Oh no…
    

    My heart sank. Cold sweat ran down my back.

    
      I’m gonna die.
    

    I couldn’t even look back.

    I stepped forward to run

    but my eyes met its eyes.

    
      Goddamn engineer curiosity
    

    —Grrrr…

    The Hobgoblin towered over me, filling my entire vision.

    Bloodshot eyes. Drool falling from sharp fangs.

    It swung its massive spiked club

    I barely dodged backward in time.

    But my legs gave out.

    I collapsed to the ground.

    The Hobgoblin raised its club high again.

    
      Damn it!
    

    Only one thing left to try.

    “Magic Missile!!”

    A glowing magic circle appeared at the end of my staff.

    
      Bang!
    

    The spell hit its right shoulder.

    The Hobgoblin’s swing went off course.

    
      BOOM!
    

    It slammed into the ground beside me with a thunderous crash.

    I was alive but barely.

    And the Hobgoblin? It looked completely unfazed.

    “If a Magic Missile could defeat a Hobgoblin, every mage would use it, right? Too bad—pfft!”

    The announcer laughed mockingly.

    He wasn’t wrong.

    Magic Missile wasn’t enough.

    Everyone knew it.

    I knew it.

    That should have been the end of it.

    But then

    
      Huh? What’s this?
    

    A window appeared in front of me.

    
      [System Message]
    

    
      Magic Circle for ‘Magic Missile’ recognized.
    

    
      Convert to ML?
    

    
      What the hell is ML?
    

    Wait… ML… Magic Language?

    “If you need a name, call it Magic Language. Just a language for magic. Nothing fancy.”

    If this world runs on programmable magic.

    If I am inside it

    
      Can I edit the code?
    

    I clicked YES.

    Immediately, the window expanded and filled with code:

    
        
    

    use mana type default  

    shape default  

    My guess was right.

    And now, I understand.

    Why I was brought here.

    What I could do in this world.

    “Then, as your potential has been confirmed”

    My skill is programming.

    The contract is to edit the magic system.

    
      I was completely tricked.
    

    But still my heart was pounding.

    
      If I can program magic
    

    This changes everything.

    Input the new conditions. Change the outcome.

    “Why are you still sitting there? Frozen in fear? Or did you give up?”

    Shut up. I’m just figuring out how to use this system.

    
      I still don’t fully know the syntax or commands of ML.
    

    I’ll need more sample code to build a full spell from scratch.

    But who needs that?

    
      I already have a base to work with.
    

    
      Magic Missile.
    

    Looking at its code made ideas rush into my head.

    Different algorithms. Optimizations. Loops.

    So many programming tricks I wanted to try.

    
      If only I had more time
    

    But I didn’t.

    The Hobgoblin was still charging.

    Right now, I need something fast and simple.

    
      Like this:
    

    “Copy.”

    My hand moved.

    A part of the code was selected.

    “And Paste.”

    Again. Again. Again.

    I copied and pasted the firing code over and over.

    More bullets. More firepower.

    But how do I activate it?

    Another system message appeared:

    
      [System Message]
    

    
      Set activation keyword?
    

    Of course, YES.

    I typed the first thing that came to mind.

    
      [Magic Shotgun]
    

    
      The keyword is set to ‘Magic Shotgun.’ You may now cast the spell using this phrase.
    

    This system was amazing.

    Once coded, a spell could be summoned anytime, anywhere.

    
      Was this even in the original game?
    

    No. It wasn’t.

    
      Why only me?
    

    Well, I am the only one who got trapped in the game.

    This must be someone’s doing.

    Or a gift?

    Whatever it is, as long as I can code magic I can survive.

    I don’t even know traditional magic circles or chants.

    But with code? I can do anything.

    This clumsy spell… this could be the start of everything.

    “Magic Shotgun!!”

    
      BOOOM!!
    

    A thunderous blast.

    Then silence.

    Red mist floated in the air.

    And the Hobgoblin was gone.

    
      Did I kill it?
    

    Just as I tried to stand

    
      Dizzy…?
    

    
      Uh-oh.
    

    Mana exhaustion.

    I used up everything for just one kill.

    “Damn it I need to optimize”

    
      

      

    

  

    
      Episode 3: Crow
    

    
      

    

    
      Colosseum, First Floor – VIP Section
    

    Many important guests in fancy clothes sat comfortably, watching the match. But one person stood out.

    He wore a worn-out black coat, like something he wore every day. No jewelry. Nothing flashy. Just a quiet, middle-aged man reading a book.

    He didn’t care at all about the noisy fights.

    “What’s this?! Are they seriously struggling with weak goblins?! This is so disappointing!”

    Even the loud announcer didn’t seem to reach him.

    Then

    
      Tap. Tap. Tap.
    

    His companion lightly tapped him on the shoulder.

    “Hm? What is it?”

    “Hey, I know you’re not interested in the match, but come on…”

    “Wait a second. Let me disable my Silence spell.”

    He tapped his ear, then looked back.

    “What is it?”

    “You were invited to the VIP section. Can’t you at least watch the match?”

    “Watch it? No thanks. I’ve got too much research to do. I’m not wasting time on this trash.”

    Luckily, his rude tone was drowned out by the match commentary.

    “Wow, that prisoner sure loves running away! Isn’t it selfish to ignore his teammates getting beaten up?”

    Still, the man couldn’t help adding:

    “Why do people even enjoy this kind of barbaric stuff?”

    Now even more people stared at him. But he didn’t care. He lifted his hand to his ear again, ready to turn his Silence spell back on

    Until something caught his eye.

    A prisoner knelt in front of a hobgoblin, holding a basic staff.

    
      That staff
    

    It was cheap. Just a simple Magic Missile wand. Perfect for a prisoner. Nothing special.

    And yet the man couldn’t stop watching.

    Just then, the hobgoblin swung its club. The prisoner fired a Magic Missile but it barely scratched the monster.

    “If you could beat hobgoblins with just Magic Missiles, every wizard would use only that spell! What a pity Pfft!”

    Laughter erupted.

    “Hahaha! Did you see that?! He looked so serious using a Magic Missile! What a joke!”

    They weren’t wrong. Magic Missile alone couldn’t beat a hobgoblin. And the guy did look super serious.

    “Why’s he just sitting there? Is he frozen in fear? Has he given up?”

    But this time, they were wrong.

    
      He’s not frozen.
    

    
      He’s calculating.
    

    His eyes darted quickly. His lips moved constantly, even though no one was nearby.

    
      What’s he mumbling?
    

    Then something shocking

    
      He’s smiling...?
    

    Even with death right in front of him, the prisoner looked like he was enjoying himself.

    And then

    
      BOOM!
    

    A magic circle appeared. A huge explosion shook the Colosseum.

    Everyone went silent.

    “What was that?”

    The prisoner had destroyed the hobgoblin but collapsed right after.

    One of the other mages, who had mocked him earlier, spoke up again.

    “Okay, yeah, that was a new spell, but it’s not impressive. He poured all his mana into one shot. Not useful in real battles.”

    But the man in the coat disagreed.

    “That was a Magic Missile.”

    “What?! No way. That couldn’t have been a Magic Missile.”

    “He used a Magic Missile to beat a hobgoblin.”

    If you couldn’t understand what that meant, you were just plain dumb.

    “You're talking nonsense. There's no way that was a Magic Missile.”

    This guy was dumb.

    Then again, most of the audience probably wouldn’t get it either.

    But the prisoner maybe he would understand.

    Crow stood up from his seat.

    
      Later – In a Room
    

    “Ugh…”

    He opened his eyes to an unfamiliar ceiling.

    
      I’m alive? How...?
    

    
      I collapsed from mana exhaustion during the tutorial didn’t I?
    

    
      Flip—
    

    He turned his head and saw a man reading a book.

    
      That guy…!
    

    The black coat, the messy hair, the pale skin, the gloomy eyes.

    No mistaking him.

    
      Crow, the Origin Mage.
    

    Famous for chasing the roots of magic and exploring dungeons. A genius and a madman rolled into one.

    
      But why is he here? Did he save me?
    

    Crow suddenly closed his book and looked straight at him.

    “Do it again. That spell from earlier.”

    
      Seriously? That’s his first line to me? Not even a ‘you okay?’
    

    “You mean the Magic Shotgun?”

    Crow nodded.

    Yep. Classic Crow.

    Cold, rude, and completely obsessed with magic.

    Even in the game, players had tons of complaints about him.

    But maybe this was a good thing?

    
      He’s interested in the code behind the spell.
    

    
      If I play this right I could become his student.
    

    Crow was famous for turning his students into legends. But

    “Problem?”

    Crow raised an eyebrow.

    I needed time to think.

    “Isn’t it a bit dangerous to use magic indoors?”

    “Don’t worry. Cast it on me.”

    He casually raised a transparent Magic Shield in front of himself.

    At the same time, something popped up before me:

    [System Message]

    Magic Circle detected: ‘Magic Shield.’

    Convert to ML format?

    
      Wait, I can see other people’s spells too?!
    

    I hit Yes immediately.

    Lines of code appeared.

    
      Whoa this is amazing!
    

    So clean. So optimized. This wasn’t like the messy Magic Missiles I saw before.

    
      No wonder he’s a genius.
    

    But more importantly

    
      I can learn spells just by seeing them!
    

    That was a game-changer.

    Now I had two pieces of code: Magic Missile and Magic Shield.

    
      Time to compare them and figure out the ML (Magic Language) syntax.
    

    I quickly reviewed and understood enough to finish what I had started earlier—

    
      [MagicShotgun_v.1.0.1]
    

    Mana usage optimized.

    But that wasn’t the version I was going to use.

    
      [MagicShotgun_v.1.0.1f]
    

    The “f” stands for fail.

    This version was meant to fail.

    “Here goes.”

    Magic runes lit up. Mana bullets floated around me.

    But just as I was about to fire, the bullets shattered.

    
      Perfect. Just like planned.
    

    Why?

    Because I didn’t want to be Crow’s student.

    
      He’s too dangerous.
    

    
      One look and he’s analyzing everything I do.
    

    I needed to keep my ability secret. If people found out I could see spell code and rewrite it, I’d be in trouble.

    So I pretended to mess up.

    “Weird, I did it the same way as before…”

    Crow smirked.

    “The same way, huh?”

    Chills ran down my spine.

    
      Yeah, you caught me. But what are you gonna do about it?
    

    I had no plans to show him more.

    Even if he asked me to try again, I’d just keep pretending.

    
      It’s not like he’d kill me for it right?
    

    Or so I thought.

    “No point watching failures. Looks like you don’t want to show me. Fine. I’ll just try something else.”

    
      Something else?
    

    Before I could ask, he left the room.

    
      Back in the Arena
    

    “Thank you for waiting! Today’s special match is ready!”

    
      You’ve got to be kidding me
    

    “Our challenger is the cowardly magic-using prisoner from Round 1! And his opponent was personally selected by none other than the Origin Mage, Crow!”

    Standing alone in the middle of the arena, I could only think one thing:

    
      You bastard.
    

    
      

      

    

  

    
      Episode 4: Event Match (1) 
    

    
      

    

    I looked around the crowd, searching for Crow.

    There he was sitting in the VIP section.

    ‘That jerk’

    He stared down at me with the same cold expression, like he was still analyzing me. Just seeing his face gave me a headache, but I took a deep breath and stayed calm.

    ‘He’s not trying to kill me, at least not yet.’

    Crow’s goal wasn’t to kill me. What he wanted was to see me use Magic Shotgun again.

    That meant my opponent would probably be something I could beat using that spell like a hobgoblin.

    ‘It’s not a bad situation...’

    But I wasn’t satisfied with just that.

    This time, things were different from when I first used Magic Shotgun in a panic. Now I had something new—the Magic Shield code I stole from Crow.

    If it’s only a hobgoblin, I could keep my distance and use Magic Shield and Magic Missile smartly to take it down.

    ‘After all, I am a veteran player of this game.’

    Just to be sure, I started checking the Magic Shield code again while waiting.

    Suddenly

    A huge vibration echoed throughout the entire arena.

    The sound came from the passageway on the other side.

    ‘This kind of vibration..’

    It was much heavier than a hobgoblin. The rhythm of the sound was steady and slow, sending chills down my spine.

    There was only one creature that came to mind

    ‘No way. It can’t be that.’

    But right then like it was laughing at me it appeared.

    A giant killing machine, its whole body made of stone.

    “Fresh from the dungeon! A newly uncovered Ruins Golem! Look at that condition—it’s practically a rare treasure!”

    ‘That insane bastard…’

    So much for “not trying to kill me.” If I didn’t prove myself now, I was going to die.

    
      Boom.
    

    The golem stopped walking.

    Its glowing red eyes scanned the area and locked straight onto me.

    ‘Here it comes.’

    Just like I thought it came charging directly at me.

    The ground shook violently with each step. It was hard to even stay on my feet.

    Worse, that massive body moved with terrifying speed. The pressure alone was overwhelming.

    But I’d gotten used to this kind of pressure.

    I didn’t hesitate to jump out of its charging path.

    
      CRASH!
    

    The golem smashed into the edge of the arena. The magical barrier there rippled and warped slightly.

    The golem’s power was amazing. The way it cracked even that strong barrier was terrifying.

    Even my Magic Shotgun probably wouldn’t work.

    And Magic Shield? It would tear like paper.

    ‘Does he seriously want me dead?’

    I glanced up at Crow’s face.

    Same as before expressionless. I couldn’t read a thing.

    
      BOOM. BOOM. BOOM.
    

    The golem was coming at me again.

    ‘That walking pattern..’

    In the game, it always closed the distance with huge steps, then swung its arms to attack.

    It was doing the same thing here.

    One punch swept right past me but I had already moved just in time.

    It stomped its foot hard but I’d jumped, so I didn’t lose balance.

    ‘Well, that’s a relief.’

    Unlike the unpredictable hobgoblin, this Ruins Golem stuck perfectly to its pattern.

    Almost like someone had coded it.

    ‘Wait coded?’

    My brain kicked into overdrive.

    
      Meanwhile, in the VIP section...
    

    Crow was watching the match closely when someone beside him spoke with a mocking tone.

    “Didn’t you say you hated this kind of barbaric entertainment?”

    Crow didn’t respond.

    “Hey, I’m just curious. Why are you going so far with this prisoner?”

    “He won’t talk.”

    “So you’re making him fight a golem?!”

    “It’s the easiest way.”

    Torture? Threats?

    Pointless.

    If the prisoner knew he wouldn’t be killed, none of that would work.

    But the golem didn't talk or hold back. It would kill whoever stood in front of it.

    
      BOOM! BOOM!
    

    The golem charged forward.

    But something strange happened.

    ‘He’s not using magic?’

    The prisoner just dodged no spells, no shields.

    ‘Is he insane?’

    No. He wasn’t stupid. Crow was sure of that.

    If he was just panicking then dying here would be his fault.

    ‘But that’s not it.’

    The prisoner dodged everything every single attack.

    And no, the golem wasn’t that slow.

    It was impossible for a regular mage to avoid all that.

    ‘He’s memorized the entire pattern?’

    That was the only explanation.

    ‘Which means he’s fought golems before, probably in dungeons.’

    That explained why he didn’t use magic either.

    He knew normal spells wouldn't work.

    Crow’s heart pounded faster.

    But that wasn’t what caught his attention.

    The prisoner didn’t panic, and didn't freeze.

    He just dodged with calm eyes eyes full of potential.

    Crow had seen those eyes before.

    Back when the prisoner faced the hobgoblin.

    And even earlier, when he purposely messed up a spell.

    Those cold, calculating, endlessly deep eyes.

    ‘What are you planning to show me?’

    At that moment, the prisoner suddenly looked up.

    His eyes scanned the VIP section.

    Then they locked straight onto Crow.

    A chill ran down Crow’s spine.

    ‘Coded like a machine?’

    The idea hit me.

    If the golem was moving through magic, then maybe it was being controlled by code too.

    But something was off.

    Why did it only attack me even when other people were closer?

    It made no sense.

    ‘Let’s break it down.’

    I started from the basics: golem, arena, barrier, walls, audience. I treated each as a variable.

    Bit by bit, I reconstructed the algorithm in my head.

    ‘Priority algorithm.’

    I found it.

    ‘The golem attacks the closest player first.’

    So why didn’t it attack the spectators when they were closer?

    They weren’t NPCs. They were real people.

    Wait.

    
      The wall!
    

    The barrier wall between us!

    That was the missing variable.

    I had a plan.

    I turned toward the VIP section and Crow.

    ‘You’ll help me end this.’

    The golem was slowly turning to face me again.

    I used my last bit of stamina to run toward the VIP area.

    I made sure the golem chased me then positioned myself in front of the wall near the VIPs.

    ‘Perfect.’

    Everything was ready.

    Now I just had to wait.

    ‘Come on…’

    Once I was far enough away, the golem activated its charge pattern.

    I pretended to panic, backing up toward the wall.

    But instead of touching the wall, I placed my hand on the magic barrier.

    I didn’t know the code for this big barrier…

    But if it shared any functions with Magic Shield—then it should have similar vulnerabilities.

    The ones I already knew about.

    ‘It has to be the same.’

    As the golem charged toward me, I leaped out of the way and fired a special Magic Missile right at the barrier.

    Not just any missile. This one was designed to break the system.

    A virus.

    A malware spell.

    The moment it hit

    
      Crack.
    

    Thin spiderweb cracks formed in the barrier.

    No one noticed because just then, the golem crashed into it.

    
      SMASH!
    

    The magic barrier shattered like glass.

    And the golem kept going—straight into the wall behind it.

    
      CRAAAAASH!
    

    The wall collapsed.

    “KYAAA!!”

    “Wait, that wall was supposed to be unbreakable!”

    “I-It’s looking this way!”

    The VIPs screamed and fled in panic.

    All except one.

    Only Crow remained seated—still staring at me.

    ‘What are you looking at?’

    ‘Fix it already, you bastard.’
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    The wall collapsed, and dust flew everywhere.

    Crow sat in the middle of the chaos, thinking.

    
      ‘So… this was all part of his plan.’
    

    That wall shouldn’t be something a golem could ever break.

    Which meant—he must have done something to weaken the magic barrier first.

    Thanks to that, he’d completely turned the VIP section into a mess.

    “Where’s the mage?! Can’t someone stop this?!”

    “…Hah. They only give orders when things go wrong.”

    The nobles yelled at the mages, and the mages grumbled in return.

    But Crow ignored all of it.

    
      ‘I’ll admit it.’
    

    He knew he couldn’t defeat the golem head-on. So he used his brain.

    And that meant he wasn’t just some regular mage.

    But Crow had no intention of ending it here.

    
      ‘You’ve got more left in you, don’t you friend?’
    

    
      [Magic Shield]
    

    A huge magic circle formed in mid-air.

    
      BOOM!
    

    He used it to push the golem back hard.

    
      CRASH!
    

    The golem flew backward, shaking the entire Colosseum.

    Without missing a beat, Crow cast his next spell.

    
      [Earth Wall]
    

    A massive stone wall rose to replace the broken section of the stadium.

    Everything was back in place.

    
      ‘Now then shall we continue?’
    

    “Incredible! That’s the chief mage of the Tower! Even seeing it with my own eyes, I can’t believe it! It’s the legendary Crow!”

    That psycho.

    He didn’t just stop the golem. Did he fix the entire stadium without blinking an eye?

    “Crow! Crow! Crow!!”

    “I never thought I’d see Lord Crow’s magic in person!”

    The commoners were losing their minds with excitement.

    The atmosphere in the Colosseum grew even hotter.

    
      Screech—
    

    Meanwhile, the golem, now blocked from the VIP section, turned its glowing red eyes back toward me.

    
      ‘Oh, crap.’
    

    Without a moment of hesitation, it charged again.

    I tried to run—but my legs were heavy.

    This was different from earlier. My stamina was dropping fast.

    “Urgh!”

    I barely dodged the massive fist by throwing my body to the side.

    I got up slowly, panting.

    
      ‘At this rate I’ll die before I figure anything out.’
    

    I couldn’t just wait for Crow to end the match.

    
      ‘I have to do something. But what?’
    

    Trying the same plan again would only lead back to this.

    
      ‘Damn it, think…!’
    

    Then I saw something.

    A faint glimmer on the golem’s left shoulder.

    Maybe it got damaged when it slammed into the wall or when Crow shoved it back.

    That part of its shoulder had a crack, and inside I could see something like wires or circuitry.

    
      ‘Could that be a weak spot?’
    

    Probably not a fatal one.

    
      ‘Let’s think of it like a robot.’
    

    Robots are run by a main program and wires like that just send signals to different parts of the body.

    So damaging that wire might only stop the left arm. Not good enough.

    What I needed was to find and hack the main software running this thing.

    But I didn’t even know what the code looked like

    Wait.

    
      ‘What if I used reverse engineering?’
    

    Reverse engineering: figuring out how something works by studying how it behaves.

    If I could test the golem’s responses step by step I could reconstruct its code.

    Difficult? Yes.

    Impossible? No.

    
      ‘It’s my only shot.’
    

    I got to work.

    I adjusted distance, changed angles, tested different movements and watched how it reacted.

    How long it took to move, what triggered each action, how it prioritized targets every little detail.

    I memorized everything, storing it in my head like a puzzle.

    “Hah haah”

    I was gasping for air.

    My legs felt like they’d give out at any moment.

    But I was getting closer.

    And finally

    
      ‘Found it.’
    

    I’d discovered a vulnerability.

    Now I just had to code a spell to exploit it and deliver it to the golem.

    I brought up the magic code I used earlier to break the barrier.

    If I just modified it a little, I could turn it into something that would shut the golem down.

    In a company setting, I’d probably do the minimum work and call it done.

    No one rewarded extra effort. No one noticed it.

    I would’ve just kept my head down and done what was needed.

    But now

    
      ‘I want to go further.’
    

    A simple program that stops the golem?

    No. That wasn’t enough.

    
      ‘That kind of code feels like giving up. Like I’m quitting halfway.’
    

    It hurt my pride.

    So I threw out the modified version.

    I’d build it from scratch.

    
      ‘It might be too ambitious but I don’t care.’
    

    If my body could still move, I wouldn’t stop here.

    
      ‘Let’s do this.’
    

    My throat tasted like blood. My legs felt like they had weights tied to them.

    But the moment I focused on the code all the pain faded away.

    
      ‘Define inputs link functions to parameters’
    

    I poured everything I had into this code.

    In the real world, it would just be 0s and 1s.

    But here, coding is magic.

    And with magic anything is possible.

    if(signal = 0)

        LegR.angle = 0

    The code wrote itself in front of my eyes.

    I barely noticed my body screaming in pain.

    
      Cough!
    

    I spit something up.

    Blood.

    Even my body was telling me to stop now.

    “Looks like he’s finally at his limit! But still not a single spell? Is this rebellion? Desperation? Or maybe he’s writing his eulogy?”

    Maybe I looked pathetic from the outside.

    
      ‘Yeah yeah, I get it. But just a little more…’
    

    Just one more line…

    One more character…

    And then

    I realized blood was dripping from my nose too.

    It didn't matter.

    The code was done.

    All that remained now was to use it.

    
      Use mana type: Earth
    

    
      Shape: Wall
    

    As a test, I cast a spell I just wrote.

    
      [Earth Wall_nerf]
    

    It was based on Crow’s spell but scaled down for my tiny mana pool.

    
      Rumble…!
    

    The annoying golem tripped over a small rock pile and stumbled.

    
      THUD!
    

    This was my chance.

    “Hrrgh!”

    With burning legs, I forced myself to run and jump onto the golem.

    I ran along its body toward the left shoulder.

    That cracked spot that’s where I needed to plug the spell in.

    
      ‘No matter how good the code is, if I don’t deliver it to the system, it’s useless.’
    

    So I needed to get close. As close as possible.

    
      ‘Please!’
    

    The golem suddenly jerked upright.

    I lost my balance.

    
      ‘I’m falling!’
    

    But I grabbed onto its shoulder just in time.

    “Ghhk!”

    My body was finished. I had no strength left.

    But I didn’t need much.

    Just one shot.

    I placed my hand on the crack—and fired a Magic Missile.

    
      Bang—!
    

    A light pop echoed.

    
      ‘It worked!’
    

    I knew the code was connected.

    Right then, a new window popped up in front of my eyes.

    
      [System Message]
    

    A controllable magical entity ‘Golem’ has been detected.

    Would you like to issue a command?

    
      ‘What is this, Bluetooth pairing?’
    

    I looked straight at Crow.

    Then smiled.

    And gave the golem a command.

    “Kneel.”

    
      BOOM.
    

    The golem dropped to its knees.
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      ‘I did it!’
    

    If I could control the golem enough to make it kneel, then I could probably do other things too.

    “Left hand.”

    The golem raised its left hand as I ordered.

    I climbed up on it.

    “Lower.”

    The hand lowered slowly with me on it.

    I tried to look calm on the outside, but inside, I felt like I was dying.

    There was a strong taste of blood in my mouth, and my legs were so weak I could barely keep my balance.

    But I couldn’t collapse now.

    This wasn’t over yet.

    The once noisy colosseum was now completely silent.

    Everyone was staring only at me.

    
      Clap, clap, clap, clap…
    

    Suddenly, applause echoed through the quiet arena.

    It was coming from one direction in particular.

    
      ‘Crow?’
    

    The crow was standing and clapping.

    Then the audience followed and started applauding as well.

    
      ‘I don’t know what he’s up to, but…’
    

    “Unbelievable! For the first time in history, a prisoner has won by controlling a golem!”

    The announcer shouted, declaring my victory.

    There had been a lot of ups and downs, but finally, the tutorial was over.

    Now I was no longer a prisoner, and maybe the story could go back to its normal path

    
      ‘Wait, not yet.’
    

    Just then, a person gracefully stepped down into the arena.

    The moment I saw him, I tensed up again.

    
      ‘Yeah there’s no way he’d let me go that easily.’
    

    
      Crow.
    

    The host of this match, and honestly, the guy who nearly got me killed.

    He was walking toward me.

    
      ‘Stay sharp.’
    

    I felt like I could collapse any second, but I held on to my focus.

    I checked my connection to the golem, just in case I needed to use it again.

    Not that it would help. I wouldn’t win anyway.

    
      Step. Step. Step.
    

    Crow finally stopped in front of me and said,

    
      “First, congratulations on becoming a free man.”
    

    
      ‘What? Did he just congratulate me?’
    

    Hearing that from him gave me goosebumps. He didn’t seem like the type to say that.

    Especially since he almost got me killed earlier.

    Then suddenly, Crow burst into laughter.

    
      ‘He can laugh like that?’
    

    It was so unfamiliar that I didn’t know how to react.

    
      “You’ve got great skill or maybe overwhelming talent.”
    

    
      ‘What?’
    

    I couldn’t believe my ears.

    Crow had never acknowledged anyone, not once in the entire game.

    Now, everything made sense.

    
      “So how about becoming my student?”
    

    It was a shocking offer one that could make the entire Colosseum faint.

    People started whispering all around me.

    
      “Crow is taking a student?”
    

    
      “Has he ever taken one before?”
    

    
      “Is he losing his mind? A student? Out of nowhere?”
    

    Everyone was stunned by the meaning behind his offer.

    But to me, it wasn’t surprising.

    
      ‘It was bound to happen.’
    

    If I had wanted to be his student, I could’ve accepted earlier and avoided this crazy match.

    But I didn’t want to.

    And I still didn’t want to.

    
      “I refuse.”
    

    Crow asked calmly,

    
      “Can I ask why? Honestly, with your skills, you should know I’m the only mage capable of teaching you at your level.”
    

    Of course, I knew.

    In this world, no one matched his skill.

    Crow the Archmage of the Blue Tower master of all fields: combat magic, theory, enchantment.

    Especially theory, no one even came close.

    But still

    
      ‘You’re too dangerous.’
    

    With skills like his, he’d find out about my "coding."

    No doubt.

    And one more reason

    
      “Right now, I want to walk my path.”
    

    Crow nodded as if he understood.

    He walked up to me and reached toward my chest.

    
      Shine.
    

    He pinned something to my clothes, a small golden badge that reflected the orange sunset.

    Only then did I realize what it was.

    
      ‘A badge?’
    

    The same one he had worn.

    He had taken it off and given it to me.

    
      “It’s the symbol of the Blue Tower’s head. It’ll be useful, no matter where you go.”
    

    Could he just give this away?

    More importantly could I trust that he gave it out of kindness?

    After all, this was Crow.

    So I asked,

    
      “May I ask why are you giving this to me?”
    

    Crow answered like it was nothing.

    
      “The magic in this country is rotten. Most mages only care about learning useful spells to make money or raise their status.”
    

    “…”

    
      “But you were different. I could see it in your eyes. You enjoy magic, don’t you?”
    

    I got it now.

    He wasn’t just acknowledging me, he understood me.

    He didn’t know about my coding, but he felt the joy it gave me.

    I nodded.

    
      “Yes. It makes me happy.”
    

    Crow smiled, satisfied.

    
      “Well, it’s a shame I won’t be teaching you directly. But I’m sure you have your reasons.”
    

    With that, he turned around and walked away.

    
      ‘I thought he was just a psychopath’
    

    But maybe, just maybe, there was something relatable about him.

    
      “Ah.”
    

    He suddenly stopped, as if remembering something.

    Pointing at the golem, he said,

    
      “Restore that to normal.”
    

    Yep, he knew how to separate personal and professional business.

    After the match and all the formalities were over, I stood in front of the golem.

    
      ‘So, I have to restore this thing, huh?’
    

    It wasn’t that hard.

    But there was one problem the badge Crow gave me.

    More specifically, the magic placed on it.

    Of course, it wasn’t weird for a badge from a top mage to have enchantments…

    But to me, who could read it as code, it wasn’t normal.

    magic ThirdEye  

    int ViewAngle  

    
      ‘A surveillance spell.’
    

    So he didn’t give it out of pure goodwill.

    Telling me to repair the golem was just an excuse to watch how I did it.

    But it didn’t work.

    
      ‘So what should I do about this?’
    

    I thought about disabling the surveillance spell.

    But that might be exactly what he wanted me to do.

    So instead, I just acted like I didn’t care.

    I casually took the badge off and stuffed it into my pocket.

    
      Done. Now Crow’s eyes are off me.
    

    
      ‘Alright, let’s take a look.’
    

    I started reading through the golem’s code.

    I removed the extra commands I had added.

    Then I hid a backdoor something Crow wouldn’t detect.

    
      “Doesn’t magic make you happy?”
    

    Yeah, it did.

    Even just programming felt fun again.

    
      ‘When was the last time I felt like this?’
    

    Not in the past 5 years, for sure.

    I remember when I was a kid and thought programming was magic.

    Back when I dreamed of creating colorful worlds, filled with people, emotions, and stories.

    But as I got older, that dream faded.

    Programming became just a job.

    Just a black screen with white text that paid the bills.

    No joy. No wonder.

    
      ‘No, that’s not true.’
    

    Even in that dull life, something did shine.

    
      The Chronicles of Terracia.
    

    A game so magical, so impossible, it brought back those feelings.

    I studied it every day, how it worked, and how it was made.

    I tried to recreate it and failed. Again and again.

    I laughed like a madman.

    Especially ancient magic.

    My focus lately has been all about that.

    
      ‘I could never understand how it worked.’
    

    It bent space and time yet never caused bugs.

    So I had a theory:

    If I could understand ancient magic, maybe I could understand the structure of the game itself.

    When this world became reality, that theory became fact.

    
      ‘Ancient magic messes with the laws of the world itself—like time and space.’
    

    Things you could never touch on Earth were being altered here by spells.

    
      ‘So in other words ancient magic lets you rewrite the world.’
    

    And if I could code that magic?

    If I really could?

    
      ‘Then maybe I could create a world of my own.’
    

    That thought

    That dream from childhood

    It was starting to shine again before my eyes.

    
      ‘Yeah…’
    

    Even though my heart was racing, my mind stayed calm.

    And I made a decision:

    
      ‘Let’s uncover the secrets of this world.’
    

    And the first step…

    
      ‘Is to get my hands on ancient magic.’
    

    For the first time since I came here, I had a clear goal.
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    As I left the Colosseum and walked through the streets, everything felt strange and unfamiliar.

    It was just before sunrise. The alleys of the city, unlike how they looked on screen, were dim and shadowy. The early light bounced off the morning dew on the walls, scattering in a soft glow.

    The game graphics never captured things like this.

    Of course, I thought. That was a game. This is real.

    The clarity of the world, the tiny light particles through the dew, the resolution nothing looked pixelated.

    You couldn't recreate this with current commercial GPUs but maybe a quantum computer could handle it, I guessed.

    Still, visuals are just one part of the equation. What about the rest?

    The chilly, damp air. The clinking sounds from homes. The salty smell of food being prepared.

    
      Can those things be recreated?
    

    “Well I’ll find out if I try.”

    That’s what I had to do, little by little.

    And the first step? Getting ancient magic.

    To do that, I needed strength.

    
      Just a few lines of code aren’t enough to protect even myself.
    

    Also, I needed money. Starving to death wasn't part of the plan.

    
      Damn capitalism.
    

    Thankfully, there was one place where I could make all of this possible.

    
      [Explorer’s Guild, Capital Branch #3]
    

    A small two-story stone building.

    
      Was this how it always looked?
    

    Even though I’d visited this place thousands of times in-game, it felt unfamiliar.

    
      Creak—
    

    The old wooden door opened with a groan.

    That strange feeling disappeared the moment I stepped inside.

    
      She’s still the same.
    

    At the empty front desk sat the receptionist. Her hair was greasy and messy like she hadn’t washed in days. Huge dark circles were under her eyes.

    Honestly, her appearance would usually make anyone turn around.

    She saw me come in, but all she did was yawn lazily and ignore me.

    Still, it felt oddly nostalgic just like the game.

    I approached the counter. Without looking, she mumbled in a tired voice:

    “Please submit an official report.”

    Her words were barely understandable, but I remembered the exact dialogue from the game, so I got the gist.

    She flipped through some papers as if her job was already done.

    Instead of pointing out that her papers were upside down, I told her what I came for.

    “I’d like to apply for an explorer’s license.”

    She finally glanced up and asked, “Position?”

    “Wizard.”

    Her eyes suddenly widened. She dropped the papers and spoke in a sweet tone.

    “Oh my, a wizard, you say? But”

    Wizards were rare in this world. Every adventuring party desperately tried to recruit one. Wizards made dungeons easier and survival chances way higher.

    Normally, wizards were signed early on by magic towers with expensive contracts. Yet here I was, showing up at the guild.

    No wonder her attitude changed so quickly.

    But then she stared at me a little longer, and her expression twisted into disappointment.

    “…Which tower are you from?”

    She sounded like she already assumed I was a nobody who learned magic in a village or something.

    
      Yeah, I look like a total bum.
    

    But hey, I might be broke, but I still had pride.

    With a cool motion, I placed the badge Crow gave me on the counter.

    She began to speak again—

    “Wait, you're not even from a tower and you're What is the HUH?!”

    Her eyes grew wider and wider until they looked like they might pop out.

    
      Is this a graphic glitch? No way. This is reality.
    

    “This… Th-this is Crow’s badge Huhk!”

    Her voice glitched too.

    Now she started panicking, slamming her forehead on the counter.

    “I-I didn’t do anything wrong no, I’m sorry! I’m sorry!”

    
      Okay, now this is getting scary. What did Crow do?
    

    Suddenly, she jumped up and ran off shouting,

    “P-please wait just a moment!!!”

    What about my license?

    Thanks to Crow’s badge, I was now sitting in the branch manager’s office, drinking tea like some kind of VIP.

    Did I plan this? Not at all.

    In front of me was a massive man, his shirt straining over his bulging muscles. His face looked like a mix between a bear and a wild boar, yet he smiled gently as he poured me tea.

    
      He looks way bigger than in the game.
    

    He was Kedgan Maddox, head of the Capital’s 3rd Branch. Back in the day, he charged headfirst into monsters and earned the nickname “Burning Bear.” Now, he ran the office, though he still did the occasional field mission.

    And now here he was, politely pouring me tea.

    
      Why, though?
    

    That question kept spinning in my head.

    Sure, I had Crow’s badge. That could explain the VIP treatment.

    
      But why’s he looking at me like that?
    

    His eyes sparkled like he was meeting his idol. He even looked shy.

    
      In the game, he was nothing like this.
    

    Which meant it must be me that’s different.

    Just then, he spoke:

    “I’ve fought plenty of golems before but never like the way you did.”

    
      Wait, like me? Did he see my match?
    

    His sparkling eyes were intense, but one thing was clear he liked me.

    
      This could be useful.
    

    Then he said, “Someone like you starting as an apprentice? The rest of the party’s gonna lose their minds.”

    He was hinting that I should skip the beginner level and take an official rank test.

    It was a nice offer. Really.

    But I had other plans.

    “I think they’ll feel lucky to have me,” I said casually.

    “Huh? Well sure, I guess. But”

    “I still want to start as an apprentice.”

    His eyes widened. “Seriously? With your skills, you could qualify for C or even B-rank!”

    “There’s a specific party I want to join.”

    More specifically, a dungeon that the party was going to.

    “Which party?”

    “Liam’s party.”

    “Liam? The one with the Red Saint from the Crimson Tower?”

    
      Yup, they’re famous.
    

    And that’s where I’d learn magic from the best.

    Kedgan tilted his head, then seemed to understand.

    “Ah so that’s why I'm an apprentice, huh!”

    I nodded.

    In this world, parties don’t allow more than one wizard. Wizards had huge egos.

    But apprentices were an exception; explorer guild rules allowed one to train under a wizard in a party.

    “Okay, makes sense. But wait Liam’s party is heading to”

    “The Shallow Cave of Graeham?”

    “Yeah, that one! You’re going there as an apprentice?”

    He suddenly got very serious but also strangely excited.

    I didn’t know why he looked like that, but I did know why he asked.

    “That’s just a D-rank dungeon, isn’t it?”

    “Actually… a whole D-rank party died there recently. That’s why they’re sending in the Red Saint.”

    
      So it is dangerous.
    

    But I had to go. That’s where the ancient magic was.

    “The more dangerous it is, the more fun it’ll be.”

    That line might work in a game. Here in reality? We’ll see.

    Still, thinking of the code hidden there It did sound exciting.

    Suddenly, Kedgan burst into loud laughter.

    “HAHAHA! Fun? You’re nuts!”

    Yeah, he was different now. But I expected that.

    “That’s right! Dive in headfirst and die! That’s what being an explorer is! Damn, kids today don’t get it!”

    Uh. I’m not planning to die, just so we’re clear.

    Anyway, I guess he liked my attitude.

    “Alright! I’ll write you a recommendation for Liam’s party!”

    He jumped up, excited.

    
      Things are going surprisingly well.
    

    But then he froze mid-step.

    “Something wrong?” I asked.

    “There’s one condition.”

    
      A condition? What is money? Crow’s badge? Or maybe
    

    Oh no. If I know him, he’s going to.

    “I just want your autograph!”

    Wait, what?

    “Sorry, what did you just say?”

    “Nothing! Never mind!”

    
      Autograph…?
    

    All kinds of terrible ideas ran through my head. Identity theft, loan scams, organ donation

    “Uh, what kind of autograph?”

    “Ahem.”

    He turned around and puffed out his back like a white canvas.

    “Could you Sign here?”

    His voice was shy. My brain froze.

    
      Does this fit a medieval fantasy world?!
    

    Was this just a silly quirk, or a weird signature moment?

    
      Well, he means no harm, so
    

    I picked up the pen.

    Just as I was about to write

    
      Wait what name should I use?
    

    Using my real name, Baek In-wook, felt wrong. Hard to pronounce. It’d stand out.

    Better to use a nickname. Something familiar. Something that fits.

    
      Ah. That’ll do.
    

    I began writing across his shirt:
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    A small town called Graeham, about half a day by carriage from the capital.

    Near the town, a group of people was walking through a low mountain.

    At the front was a man holding a spear. Behind him, was a man with a shield.

    Then a man with a bow on his back.

    A few steps behind the group walked a girl with a wide-brimmed hat and a staff in her hand.

    Her name was Adeline Rubylake.

    She had fiery red hair and red eyes.

    And at that moment, she was deep in thought.

    “What’s the problem?”

    She had reached the 1st Circle in just a month.

    The 2nd Circle in six months.

    And the 3rd Circle in a year and three months.

    Normal people took ten years to reach the 3rd Circle.

    She did it in only two.

    Everyone started calling her a genius.

    Some even called her the “Crimson Saint.”

    But now, two years later...

    She was stuck.

    Right in front of the 4th Circle.

    The 4th Circle was a wall.

    One only the truly gifted could cross.

    Even her teacher had said gently,

    “Even for a genius, it takes around eight years”

    But Adeline was sure

    “I’m right at the door.”

    She could almost touch it.

    She had her hand on the doorknob.

    She even turned it.

    “But.. why won’t it open?!”

    She had done everything right.

    “Why isn’t it working?! What am I doing wrong!?”

    Just as she was about to start fighting her mana circle out of frustration..

    “Ugh, I’ve got a bad feeling. My shield feels heavy…”

    Her ears twitched at the voice. She turned sharply.

    “Heavy shield?” she thought.

    There was only one person in the group with a shield

    A freckled young man with brown hair named Ron.

    She focused her magic senses.

    No magical energy came from the shield.

    “Weird nothing’s wrong with the shield.”

    Then a loud, annoyed voice cut through the air.

    “Damn it, you’re so noisy. Give me the shield if it’s such a problem.”

    It was Liam Windweaver, the party leader.

    He reached out roughly, trying to snatch Ron’s shield.

    “N-No, I can’t!” Ron refused and held on tightly.

    Liam’s eyes narrowed with anger.

    His mouth moved like he was about to explode

    But just then, another voice jumped in, jokingly.

    “Whoa, whoa! No need to ruin the mood over a shield, right?”

    It was Ethan, the rogue of the group.

    He looked at Adeline with a grin.

    “Right, Miss Adeline?”

    She didn’t answer.

    “Miss Adeline?”

    “Quiet.”

    “Huh?”

    “I said be quiet.”

    She wasn’t looking at them.

    She was staring up the slope towards the dungeon entrance.

    “There’s a mage nearby.”

    
      Meanwhile…
    

    Kedgan Maddox, the “brown bear.”

    He was strange, but kind.

    He had written me a letter of recommendation, given me clean clothes, and even paid for my trip.

    So I arrived in Graeham and headed straight there.

    To the dungeon known as the Shallow Cave or “Shalcave” for short.

    “Even in the game, this one was hard to find.”

    If it weren’t for the nearby explorer flags, I wouldn’t have recognized it.

    But something felt different.

    I saw strange, broken letters floating midair.

    Like holograms.

    “What is this?”

    They looked like incomplete magical code.

    “Is this corrupted magic? Or maybe ancient?”

    I focused my eyes and tried to read them.

    But

    The letters turned to dust and vanished.

    “Damn it…”

    More letters floated out from the cave.

    They disappeared before I could even focus on them.

    I took a step closer

    Then

    “Hey, you!”

    A sharp voice behind me.

    I turned around and saw her.

    Red hair. Red eyes. A staff member pointed at me.

    
      Adeline Rubylake.
    

    The youngest 3rd Circle mage. A rising star from the Red Tower.

    “Finally, she’s here,” I thought.

    Behind her stood three men Liam, Ron, and Ethan.

    They were all here. The whole party.

    “I’ll give you three seconds. State your name and purpose.”

    She raised her staff threateningly.

    I quickly pulled out the letter from my pocket.

    “I’m a mage apprentice. I was recommended to join your team.”

    “What?”

    As I walked forward to hand her the letter

    Her staff began to glow with a magic circle.

    “Wait—what!?”

    Depending on the spell, I could die.

    But just as fast, the spell turned into magical code

    And I understood it.

    “Mana type: default So it’s neutral, like Magic Missile or Shield.”

    Somehow, I instinctively understood it.

    “Huh? This is a strange code… I’ve never seen this format before.”

    Then

    Fwoosh!

    My letter flew out of my hand.

    She was using magic to grab it.

    But before she even finished, another spell started forming.

    This time—red light.

    “Hey, I haven’t even processed the first one yet!”

    But I welcomed it.

    More magic meant more code to study.

    “Mana type: fire?”

    
      Fire.
    

    Finally—FIRE!

    “If I analyze this right, I could figure out how to code fire spells!”

    While I was excited like someone discovering fire for the first time.

    The letter caught fire in her hand.

    But it didn’t burn.

    “Is it real?” she muttered, finally reading the letter.

    “Who dares to recommend someone to my party Kedgan Maddox?!”

    “What?! That bear?” Liam said, surprised.

    “No way! That guy hated the academy system. He wrote a recommendation?”

    Ethan’s eyes widened too.

    “Wait! You’re the one with the golem!”

    “Golem?”

    “He’s the guy who controlled a golem during the 1,000th anniversary match!”

    Adeline’s eyes changed.

    She stared at my chest.

    Probably trying to sense my mana level.

    But her face slowly frowned.

    “...?”

    She squinted, checking again.

    But obviously, my level hadn’t changed in a few seconds.

    “Hmm.”

    She turned suspiciously to Ethan.

    Liam walked up and held out his hand.

    “Guess that old guy’s losing it. Hey, rookie, don't try to show off. Just stick close to the senior mage.”

    I already planned to.

    There was a lot I could learn from her.

    “Okay.”

    As I moved to stand behind Adeline

    She suddenly raised a finger.

    “Not me. Go stand with him.”

    She pointed at Ethan.

    
      And then I understood why.
    

    “So when the golem crashed into the VIP seats—!”

    Ethan wouldn’t stop talking.

    Adeline had paired the annoying rogue and the annoying rookie me together.

    Meanwhile, she stood at the entrance of the dungeon, completely focused.

    She muttered to herself, then cursed out loud.

    She looked almost possessed.

    But to me, it was familiar.

    “So mages are like programmers,” I thought.

    Still, something felt wrong.

    Even a skilled mage like her didn’t seem to notice the strange letters floating around the cave entrance.

    Just then she tilted her head.

    “What is this mana?”

    Mana?

    Was it connected to the letters?

    “It’s serious,” Ron said suddenly. “My shield is really heavy”

    Everyone stopped walking.

    Even Ethan fell silent.

    Which gave me the chance to finally study the floating code properly.

    [add %rdi, %rax]

    [sub %rdi, %rdx]

    “Clearer now but still hard to read.”

    That made sense.

    This was assembly language.

    Not meant for humans to read only for machines.

    If normal spells used high-level code, this was low-level magic.

    Code for the world itself to understand.

    Not spells but pure mana.

    “But why can I see it now?”

    I had been around mana before. Why only now?

    “Ancient magic must have special mana.”

    Adeline also seemed to sense it.

    “Damn coward. Just stay back!” Liam snapped at Ron.

    “No! As the tank, I must protect the party!”

    Suddenly danger.

    I felt it sharply.

    “Watch out!”

    I yelled.

    Adeline moved fast.

    A massive, complex magic circle formed in front of her staff—

    FWOOSH!!

    A giant fireball shot past Liam and Ron down the narrow tunnel.

    
      BOOM!
    

    Monsters fell from the ceiling lizard-like creatures burning in flames.

    “Shadow Lizards?!”

    Liam’s face twisted.

    “Hell? Those things shouldn’t be in a D-rank dungeon!”

    These monsters hid in shadows and ambushed explorers from above.

    Way too dangerous for a beginner dungeon.

    “We would’ve been in serious trouble if Miss Adeline didn’t act fast!”

    Everyone turned to look at her.

    But Adeline turned to me.

    “How did you know?”
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    But my mind was still stuck on the code I saw earlier.

    
      “That code just now, what did it look like again?”
    

    It had appeared so suddenly, and it was way more complex than anything I’d seen before. I couldn’t remember all of it.

    
      “This part was about ignition and then it had some kind of loop?”
    

    I was trying to piece it together when

    Suddenly, someone yanked me forward by the collar.

    
      “A spell?!”
    

    I quickly looked around, but there were no magic circles. It wasn’t magic.

    Adeline was standing in front of me, gripping my collar tightly and glaring at me.

    “Answer me. How did you know?”

    Ah. I just realized she was finally speaking to me.

    I quickly answered before she could go crazy again.

    “I felt it through the mana.”

    “Be specific.”

    “There’s something strange about the mana on those monsters. It feels off.”

    In truth, I had noticed them when I saw code fragments falling from the ceiling.

    “So you saw that it was strange too, huh?”

    I nodded. She let go of my collar with a small smirk.

    And from that moment on, she stopped mumbling to herself or staying behind.

    “What is this mana”

    She muttered to herself, then turned and began walking deeper into the dungeon.

    That day was a weekend. I was riding home with my team lead.

    [Hey Inwook, what are you looking at so seriously? Got a girlfriend or something?]

    [Just reviewing the code I worked on earlier.]

    [Ha! I knew it. You’re so boring.]

    [But why are you looking at it again? Didn’t you finish it already?]

    Of course, I didn’t need to touch it again. I wrote that code, so it had to be perfect.

    But I wasn’t looking for perfection.

    I wanted to do the impossible.

    I wanted to make something out of nothing.

    To create a whole world with my own hands.

    That was what I wanted from coding.

    The rain started hitting the window.

    One drop then another until it turned into a heavy downpour.

    I stared at one big, slow raindrop as it slid down the glass.

    
      “It’s so slow.”
    

    How long would it take for that drop to reach the bottom?

    I could calculate it easily fluid dynamics, gravity, glass curvature all just math and constants.

    But then

    Another smaller drop joined it and

    Swoosh!

    They merged and slid down in an instant, leaving behind a Y-shaped trail.

    The moment I saw that water trail, something clicked.

    
      “Interaction!”
    

    If I could recreate that kind of interaction between objects.

    I dove back into thoughts of code.

    Meanwhile, Adeline started walking deeper into the dungeon.

    Liam stepped in front of her.

    “Hey, where do you think you’re going?”

    “Move.”

    “What’s the point? The mission’s over. A C-rank monster showed up in a D-rank dungeon. That’s enough reason for the other party to have been wiped out. All we need to do now is report it.”

    He looked satisfied with how easily the mission had ended.

    But Adeline kept staring past him.

    “Then you go back.”

    “What?”

    Liam frowned, confused. “Are you listening to me? Look at me when I’m talking”

    His eyes widened.

    A magic circle formed at the tip of Adeline’s staff.

     A wave of magic exploded out.

    It hit Liam directly, and he went flying backward, landing flat on his butt.

    “Liam!” Ron rushed over to help him up.

    “That crazy witch ugh!”

    Adeline, not even glancing their way, lowered her staff and kept walking forward.

    “….”

    Liam watched her, shaken, then spat on the ground.

    “Ugh, screw it! Let her die in there for all I care!”

    He stood up and grabbed Ron’s shoulder.

    “Forget it. Let’s just go back.”

    “But”

    “You saw her eyes, right?”

    Ron shook his head slowly.

    “She’s gone, man.”

    Then Liam turned to me and Ethan.

    “Hey, you two”

    He stopped mid-sentence when our eyes met.

    Maybe it was because I looked even more out of it than Adeline.

    “What the hell’s wrong with you now?”

    That day, after that raindrop gave me an idea

    I had gotten out of the car in the pouring rain without an umbrella, heading back to the office.

    I probably caught a cold the next day, but I didn’t care.

    Because sometimes, a spark of inspiration is worth more than health or sleep.

    And I knew Adeline felt the same way.

    
      “Heart”
    

    I had once been curious about how the NPCs in Terracia Chronicles acted so real.

    Their movements didn’t feel programmed; they felt alive. Humans.

    I tried replicating their behavior through code but failed hundreds of times.

    But once I came here I forgot all about that.

    They didn’t seem like cold, artificial code anymore.

    But if their “hearts” were just code.

    Then I wanted to recreate it.

    With emotionless, inorganic code. I wanted to bring something warm and alive to life.

    To do that, I needed ancient magic.

    That’s why I followed her.

    
      Step.
    

    “Where do you think you’re going?” Liam blocked my path.

    I couldn’t exactly say “I’m chasing code,” so I made something up.

    “Well, earlier you said I should stick close to Adeline, so—”

    “For f**k’s sake. Even the newbie’s going crazy.”

    He looked like he might punch me.

    But I didn’t have time to stop. Every second, Adeline was getting further away.

    “Excuse me, leader.”

    A calm voice cut in.

    We all turned. It was Ethan, who had been quietly watching.

    “What do you want now?”

    “Shouldn’t we follow her?”

    “What, you’re nuts too?”

    “I know, it’s a crazy idea. But you saw her. She’s acting like she’s under a spell. That means there’s something valuable down there!”

    Well he’s not wrong.

    “It could be a magical tool, an artifact, or even a scroll! Remember Pollock? One scrap of paper changed his life!”

    “And you want to bet our lives on some maybe treasure? Brilliant.”

    “C’mon, it’s not that bad. You saw her fire magic just WHOOSH, and—BOOM!”

    This guy might talk a lot, but he’s persuasive.

    Even Ron stepped up, gripping his shield.

    “I just don't want to leave a teammate in danger even if I’m scared.”

    “Weren’t you the one begging to leave earlier? Have you all gone nuts?!”

    Maybe we had.

    But you know what they say: three people insisting something can make a tiger out of thin air.

    “There’s still mana traces. She couldn’t have gone far yet.”

    “You can see mana traces too? Are you sure you’re a trainee?”

    “Magic users are amazing I’m always just talking about shields”

    As we chatted, a voice cut through us.

    “Enough.”

    It was Liam. He looked calm, but his eyes were trembling.

    Gulp. His throat bobbed. Then

    “We gonna keep yapping, or are we saving our magic lady?”

    
      “I didn’t expect to bring the whole Liam party.”
    

    Originally, this is where Liam and the others should’ve left Adeline behind.

    Later, a quest would appear, and powerful A-rank players would finally enter this dungeon.

    
      So are we too under-leveled for this place?
    

    Not really.

    Adeline could easily handle most of the monsters here alone.

    Only one area was a problem, one she couldn’t pass by herself.

    
      It would've been better to start with her from the beginning…
    

    Still, the others following helped balance things out.

    No need to waste their strength unnecessarily.

    Plus, this way was faster.

    “I’ll take the lead,” I said.

    “Ugh, what now? Stay in the back, newbie.”

    “It’s not nonsense. If I lead, I can detect hidden monsters like earlier.”

    Liam’s expression changed to something more serious.

    He finally seemed to recognize me as a proper mage.

    “Didn’t you say you could track mana too?”

    “Yes. I can follow Adeline’s path.”

    “Why didn’t you say that sooner?! Fine. You take the lead Shield Boy, stick to him like glue!”

    We quickly changed our formation.

    I led with Ron, while Liam and Ethan followed behind.

    Ron was scared but stayed close.

    I focused hard with my eyes wide open.

    “Two monsters ahead!”

    WHOOSH! Liam’s spear flew and hit perfectly.

    As long as I detected them first, Liam could handle the rest easily.

    “Man, your spear skills are so cool”

    “Shut up. Keep moving.”

    After a bit of walking, we hit a wall.

    “Uh this is a dead end?”

    “What the hell’s going on here?” Liam asked, already turning to leave.

    “Wait a moment,” I said.

    “Wait?! We need to turn back”

    Maybe it looked like a wall to them, but to Adeline and me, it wasn’t.

    
      “Here it is.”
    

    I searched the wall and found faint distorted text on one spot.

    I placed my hand on it.

    The wall slowly moved to the right, revealing a hidden room.

    “Huh?”

    Yeah. It wasn’t a wall, it was a door.

    Leaving Liam frozen behind me, I stepped into the room.

    
      “Please don’t let it be too late”
    

    Inside, I found Adeline not using magic, but swinging her staff against a skeleton soldier.

    
      Magic Missile!
    

    My mana bullet struck the skeleton, knocking it off balance.

    Adeline's staff smashed into it, crumbling it to pieces.

    “Haaah”

    Breathing heavily, she turned to look at me.

    Her face showed no surprise. As if she had expected me.

    But when she saw the others behind me, confusion flickered across her face.

    “I thought you all went back”

    Instead of answering her, I asked the real question.

    “How many rooms deep is this?”
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    ‘What is this magical power?’

    As Adeline walked deeper into the dungeon, the strange energy around her grew stronger.

    ‘Is this even normal magic?’

    She thought about the three core elements of magic:

    Mana the energy source,

    Magic Circle the structure that forms the spell,

    Magical Power is the force that makes the spell real.

    She knew that mana could have different elements like fire, water, or none at all.

    Magic circles also looked different depending on the mage.

    But magical power itself had never felt different kinds of it before.

    Only stronger or weaker.

    ‘But this one it’s different.’

    Her heart was pounding wildly in her chest.

    ‘This might be a huge discovery. It could be the key to reaching the 4th Circle and even beyond!’

    Then suddenly, she stopped. The path ended.

    “A dead end?”

    She frowned but closed her eyes and focused again.

    ‘The strange power it’s coming from that wall.’

    She could feel a slight stream of energy leaking through a crack at the edge of the wall.

    ‘This isn’t a wall, it's a door.’

    She placed her hand on a corner of the wall.

    ‘Got it.’

    With a loud creak, the wall slid to the side, revealing a hidden room.

    ‘Easy.’

    This was a trick even a 2nd Circle mage could handle.

    Then she thought, “I wonder how that guy would have handled it; he looked like just a 1st.

    But there were more important things to focus on now.

    ‘So where is this place?’

    The space was larger than the narrow tunnels from before, but it was empty.

    Nothing inside. Just more magical energy flowing from the opposite wall.

    ‘Just a pass-through room, maybe.’

    She walked through the middle of the room when the door behind her shut.

    She turned briefly, then looked forward again.

    That’s when it started.

    
      Whooooosh—
    

    Not the strange magic from earlier, just regular magical energy.

    But it felt heavy.

    Rattle. Clack.

    White dust on the floor began to rise, turning into bones forming skeleton monsters!

    ‘Skeleton soldiers!’

    There were a lot of them.

    ‘Is this a trap?’

    No, she checked. There was no exit switch or hidden lever.

    That meant the skeletons were the test.

    She raised her staff without hesitation.

    “Fireball.”

    It was a basic 1st Circle fire spell but in Adeline’s hands, it was something else.

    
      Fwoooosh!
    

    A huge fireball appeared then split into two then four eight sixteen.

    She fired them all at once.

    
      Boom! Boom! Boom!
    

    The skeletons exploded into dust.

    To her, who had nearly reached the 3rd Circle’s peak, they were barely target practice.

    But even after that, many skeletons remained.

    ‘There’s so many of them.’

    She had no tank to block for her, no one to help attack. She was all alone.

    She had to move while keeping her distance and cast spells one after another.

    Soon, she was out of breath but she stayed calm.

    ‘I can handle this. I’ve done it before.’

    Back in the Tower, all the others who reached 2nd Circle were left behind.

    She had always pushed ahead alone.

    
      Boom! Boom! BOOM!
    

    More fireballs. More explosions.

    Then finally

    
      Click—
    

    The door ahead opened.

    ‘Just as I thought.’

    She could feel even denser magical energy ahead.

    Without resting, she moved forward.

    ‘…’

    Another path. Another room.

    ‘This room is the same?’

    Same layout, the same bones on the floor, same magical energy.

    
      Clack.
    

    The skeletons rose again.

    
      Fwoooosh!
    

    Adeline cast fireballs immediately, wiping them out before they even moved.

    “Haah… ha…”

    But her breathing was heavier.

    Even a 1st Circle spell, cast this many times, was draining her mana.

    She knew she should rest. Her body begged for it.

    But her feet kept moving.

    ‘Just a little more I can feel it.’

    She stepped into the next room.

    Same room. Same skeletons.

    More fireballs.

    Then another room.

    More of the same.

    Again. Again.

    She didn’t stop.

    
      Stumble.
    

    Her legs grew weak. Her vision swayed.

    She was close to mana exhaustion.

    ‘How many rooms are there?’

    The energy she felt ahead was getting stronger.

    But it was like she was stuck in a loop seeing the same room over and over.

    ‘I don’t have time for this!’

    She had a reason to become stronger, fast.

    
      Thud.
    

    Her knee hit the ground. Her head was spinning.

    ‘Damn it.’

    She pulled a potion from her belt.

    It was a mana potion but after so many sips, it was nearly empty.

    ‘If I drink this now I might not have anything left for emergencies.’

    But her thirst burned. Her body craved it.

    Then

    A skeleton, broken and barely holding together, dragged itself toward her.

    ‘What? I thought I got them all!’

    She grabbed her staff and aimed.

    ‘It’s just one. And barely even a real one.’

    She didn’t need magic. She just had to hit it.

    But—

    “Agh!”

    Her leg gave out. She lost her balance, and her attack was missed.

    The skeleton lunged.

    
      Bang!
    

    A magic bullet struck it from the side, spinning it in midair.

    Adeline didn’t hesitate. She swung again.

    
      Crack!
    

    The skeleton turned to dust.

    “Huu…”

    She looked toward the direction of the bullet.

    ‘Of course’

    It was him.

    She wasn’t surprised.

    But she was surprised by who was standing behind him.

    “You guys didn’t you leave earlier?”

    “Miss Adeline, how many rooms has it been now?”

    It was the boy.

    “Huh? What are you talking about?” Liam asked.

    “I wasn’t asking you,” the boy replied calmly. “Adeline?”

    She blinked then answered shortly.

    “Sixth.”

    She turned and started limping toward the next door.

    ‘Six already?’

    She looked exhausted.

    “Adeline, wait—”

    “The hell are you talking about?” Liam snapped. “More rooms? And how do you even know?!”

    Adeline finally stopped and looked back.

    “What do you mean?”

    “That’s what I wanna know!”

    “What are you hiding?”

    “Hey, you better explain right!”

    But before the shouting could continue

    
      Clack.
    

    The skeletons began rising again.

    “W-What the hell?!”

    Unlike Liam, Adeline stayed calm. She drank a potion and wiped her mouth.

    “It’s nothing. Don’t panic.”

    She raised her staff.

    “No wait!”

    The boy grabbed her arm.

    “Stop.”

    “What?!”

    And then he cast a spell himself.

    “Magic Shotgun.”

    It was a simple but powerful spell.

    
      Boom!
    

    A skeleton flew across the room and slammed into the wall.

    “What was that?!” Adeline was shocked.

    Behind them, the others joined the fight.

    “Don’t panic! Just fight!” Liam shouted.

    “Y-Yes, sir!”

    “Aaah! Do something, mages!”

    It was chaotic, but they were fighting now.

    And Adeline had a moment to talk.

    “You weren't a 1st Circle?”

    “Do you understand the truth of this room?”

    They had met in the same room

    Her sixth, his first.

    She understood.

    “The rooms they repeat endlessly?”

    “Exactly.”

    “So? Do you have a solution?”

    She aimed at her staff again.

    She had already thought about everything.

    There were no traps, no levers, no visible spell circles.

    A perfect sealed room.

    She believed there was no magical way to escape.

    But the boy calmly said,

    “There is a way.”

    Her eyes widened.

    “[What’s that thing used for?]”

    When I was in the military, I asked my captain about a huge axe in the server room.

    “[Oh, that? Formatting.]”

    “[Sorry, what?]”

    “[You heard me. When the enemy’s breaking in, who has time to type commands?]”

    If you can’t fix it with software

    Just break the hardware.

    “Blow up the door.”
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    For Adeline, the concept of “magic level (circle)” had always looked like a door.

    At least, ever since the day she first discovered magic while hiding inside a wardrobe.

    
      "Mom… Dad…"
    

    Her family never stayed in one place for long.

    They were always moving from one remote mountain to another, living far from other people.

    She had been too young to wonder why.

    To her, the world was just her mom, her dad, and nature and she had been happy with that.

    Until they came.

    One night, the sky suddenly turned red.

    A giant magic barrier had appeared around their house.

    People in black robes approached.

    Her parents didn’t run away.

    Instead, they shoved her into the wardrobe and sealed it with magic to protect her.

    Inside, she held her breath and peeked through the crack in the door.

    Her father was brutally cut down by a man with a sword.

    Her mother fought back with magic but

    
      "If only I had known magic back then"
    

    
      "If I had been strong enough maybe I could have opened the door and saved her."
    

    She had thought that countless times.

    But she was weak.

    She couldn’t open the door.

    All she could do was cry silently, clutching a scroll her mother had given her.

    
      "Hey, did you hear something?"
    

    
      "Now that you mention it, where's the kid?"
    

    
      "Check that wardrobe."
    

    Click.

    As the door opened, she ripped the scroll.

    A bright light flashed. She felt her body float.

    Splash—!

    She was suddenly dropped into the water.

    Dark water surrounded her.

    A mysterious force pulled her to the surface.

    
      "It’s just a kid?"
    

    A voice said, sounding confused.

    
      "Who would use teleportation magic inside the Magic Tower and for a child?"
    

    She looked up and saw a huge red-robed mage floating in the sky, with the Magic Tower reflected in the lake.

    His eyes moved to her necklace.

    
      "That pendant"
    

    He paused, then asked:

    
      "Are your parents dead?"
    

    She stayed silent, but he seemed to understand.

    
      "I see so they are."
    

    He looked sad for a moment. Then:

    
      "Do you know why they died?"
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      "Because they were weak."
    

    It was true.

    Her parents had died because they were weak.

    And because she had been weak, too.

    "Then how can I become strong?" she asked in a trembling voice.

    From that day on, she joined the Red Magic Tower.

    She trained relentlessly for five years giving everything she had.

    Her skills grew so fast that people called her the Crimson Saint.

    But still she couldn’t open the door.

    She could see the door.

    She knew it had a handle.

    She even grabbed and turned it.

    But it wouldn’t open.

    Until

    “Just blast the door down.”

    Huh?

    Adeline stared blankly at the air.

    “Adel”

    “So that’s it”

    As I blinked in confusion, she added:

    “Buy me some time. I won’t need much.”

    She pointed her staff at the door and began drawing a magic circle.

    I didn’t know what kind of magic she was using but I trusted her.

    “Everyone! Adeline is breaking the door! Hold off the skeletons and protect her!”

    I adjusted my Magic Shotgun spell on the fly.

    
      'It doesn’t need to be as strong as before. Just enough to handle enemies coming from all directions…’
    

    I used her earlier spell as a reference.

    “Duck!”

    Bullets of mana shot out, suppressing the skeletons.

    Liam didn’t miss the chance.

    “Haaah!”

    He swung his spear

    Skeletons collapsed like dominoes.

    Clang!

    Ron bashed one away with his shield.

    
      ‘It’s working!’
    

    The skeletons were tangled and couldn’t move well.

    But then

    I saw a skeleton rushing behind Adeline.

    She still had her eyes closed, casting.

    
      ‘I have to stop it!’
    

    I almost cast Magic Shotgun but paused.

    That might hurt her too.

    Instead, I remembered the spell she took a recommendation letter for:

    
      [Magic Web]
    

    Webs of mana shot out and grabbed the skeleton’s ankle.

    Clunk!

    The skeleton tripped before reaching her.

    Just then, a fire exploded in front of Adeline’s staff.

    A giant flaming spear Fire Lance.

    
      ‘That’s 3rd circle magic but it’s huge!’
    

    She shouldn’t even have had that much mana left.

    I couldn’t help but stare at her magic circle

    FLASH!

    The world turned white. I felt heat on my skin.

    When my vision returned, I saw something shocking.

    The path in front of Adeline was completely scorched.

    All the skeletons in its path are gone.

    Even the door was just a hole now.

    
      ‘I didn’t expect this much power’
    

    Every skeleton crumbled into bone dust.

    Adeline collapsed to the ground.

    
      ‘Did she run out of mana?’
    

    But when I got closer

    I saw her eyes were open.

    And in them excitement. Joy.

    It was a look I knew well.

    The look of someone who just broke through a wall.

    Buzz…

    Magic circles began to form around her.

    “W-What’s going on? I thought it was over?”

    Yes, the room’s battle was done.

    But for her, something new was just beginning.

    
      ‘That magic circle it’s different.’
    

    The circles expanded, drawing more complex shapes.

    
      ‘Are these circles of magic level?’
    

    I remembered a forum post from long ago:

    "Each circle represents a magician’s magic level."

    So if she was forming four

    She was trying to level up her magic right here. In a dungeon.

    
      ‘That’s insane!’
    

    If she failed, she wouldn’t just mess up the spell

    She could be ruined as a magician.

    And yet, she did it without hesitation.

    As a gamer, I was horrified.

    As a programmer I moved closer.

    
      ‘It’s still a magic circle. I should be able to read it!’
    

    I focused.

    
      ‘There! I can see it!’
    

    The strange lines transformed into familiar characters.

    
      ‘Wait… this string—’
    

    [aHR0cHM6Ly93d3cueW91dHViZS5jb20=]

    
      ‘That’s just base64?’
    

    Suddenly:

    [System Message]

    The magic circle is encrypted. Please enter the decryption key.

    
      ‘Of course. There’s no way she’d just let anyone read it.’
    

    But I couldn’t walk away empty-handed.

    
      ‘At least get the structure!’
    

    I studied the overall shape. Looked for similar code from memory.

    
      ‘The way mana behaves here It’s not so different from programming!’
    

    And then when she finished drawing the fourth circle…

    
      ‘Wait this shape, I know it!’
    

    Operating System.

    At that moment

    Adeline coughed up blood and collapsed.
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    “Huh…?”

    Adeline was lying in front of me, unconscious. Dark red blood was coming from her mouth.

    “Did she fail?”

    I was shocked.

    I knew there was a chance she might fail, but for some reason, I believed someone as talented as her would succeed without a doubt.

    “Move, damn it!”

    Liam rushed over, checked her condition, and shouted angrily.

    “What the hell happened to her?!”

    “She tried to ascend to the 4th Circle but it seems she failed.”

    “Damn it! Why would she try something that dangerous here?!”

    He grabbed her shoulders and shook her roughly.

    “Hey! Wake up! We followed you all the way here because we trusted you!”

    But Adeline didn’t respond. Her eyes stayed closed.

    “Shit…”

    Liam let go of her and turned to the wall she had blown a hole through.

    “What’s the point of breaking a wall if this is the result?”

    Then suddenly

    “Huh?”

    He stared at the wall with confusion.

    The broken stones around the hole were slowly starting to tremble and move.

    ‘Already?!’

    It seemed a lot of time had passed while Adeline was unconscious.

    ‘The dungeon is repairing itself!’

    This was bad.

    If the wall was sealed back up, the skeleton soldiers would start reappearing.

    And Adeline couldn’t even move!

    “We have to get out of here now!”

    Time was running out. We had to escape through that hole!

    “Come on, hurry!”

    But then, I noticed something strange.

    “L-Liam”

    Even Ron, looking terrified, and Liam were staring toward the entrance we came through.

    “Damn it, we’re retreating! Apprentice! You can carry one girl, right?!”

    “No, wait!”

    “What, you can’t carry her?!”

    “That’s not it”

    We couldn’t go back.

    ‘We’re so close!’

    If we just moved forward a little more, we could reach the ancient magic!

    “Leader! Let’s move forward!”

    It was Ethan.

    “Forward?! Are you crazy?! You don’t know what’s up there!”

    “And going back? What if it’s just the same rooms filled with skeletons again?!”

    “Damn it! Skeletons I can handle! What if there’s a dragon up ahead?!”

    As Liam and Ethan argued, I crouched near Adeline’s magic circle instead of carrying her.

    ‘If it’s like an operating system crash I can repair it!’

    Her circle was still glowing faintly.

    I quickly studied its structure.

    Then I bit my lip.

    ‘It’s a live server?’

    Her circle was still active even while she was unconsciously complex and moving on its own.

    ‘This is dangerous’

    Trying to fix such delicate live code was risky.

    If I messed up.

    ‘I could destroy her mind completely.’

    But then I remembered the faces of my old team members and people from the dev team.

    [You’re crazy. Even the security companies gave up.]

    [If you mess with it, everything could be gone!]

    [Don’t worry. I’ll do it.]

    I couldn’t give up.

    This was like my own code, my blood and sweat.

    I had to protect it.

    ‘I can do this.’

    Even if it was dangerous

    As long as I didn’t make a mistake, I’d be fine.

    ‘Found it!’

    I located the corrupted part deep within her circle.

    But something felt strange.

    Parts of the code weren’t just broken, they were erased. As if someone deleted them on purpose.

    ‘This isn’t a natural error, it's a hack.’

    Someone had hacked into her circle.

    That’s when

    “Hey, apprentice, what the hell are you doing?!”

    Liam grabbed me by the collar.

    “I said, what the hell are you doing right now?!”

    “I’m waking Adeline up.”

    “What?!”

    “Whether we go forward or fall back we need her awake!”

    I turned back to the circle.

    ‘Now I need to restore the missing code but how?’

    The code was encrypted. I couldn’t just guess it.

    ‘Wait. This part it’s only related to the 1st Circle!’

    I thought back to her earlier magic.

    Tried to recall her posture, her expression, the way she cast the spell…

    And then

    Bzzzzt.

    My own 1st Circle code opened up in front of me.

    Everyone gasped.

    “What’s going on?! He said he was waking her up”

    “Should we stop him?!”

    “No way! He’s not even at 2nd Circle! How could he”

    I wasn’t trying to upgrade myself.

    I quickly copied part of my code and pasted it into hers.

    “Cough…!”

    Adeline opened her eyes.

    “What?”

    Ethan looked stunned. Liam gave an order immediately.

    “Apprentice! Now!”

    But I didn’t wait for his command. I had already lifted Adeline onto my back.

    ‘Finally! We can go!’

    The hole was still open. Dark magical energy was pouring through it.

    I ran.

    “Stop! Stop, I said!”

    Go back if you want.

    “Damn it!”

    In the end, Liam and the others followed me too.

    The hole had already shrunk. I had to duck to fit through.

    And then

    We arrived.

    A huge open chamber spread out before us.

    Tall ceilings. Broken pillars. A mystical silence.

    ‘This is it!’

    The core of the dungeon.

    The place where the ancient magic was sealed.

    “Huff huff”

    As I took a breath and stepped forward

    “Put me down”

    I had forgotten I was still carrying Adeline.

    I gently set her down. She stumbled a bit, then leaned against the wall and sat down.

    She didn’t look well and was still hurt inside.

    The others crawled out of the tunnel after us.

    “Where… where are we?”

    “Damn, this place is huge. There might be a dragon”

    Liam and Ron were already on high alert.

    “Wait teacher! How did you do that? You healed her circle failure like it was nothing!”

    Ethan was still loud.

    I barely listened. I was too focused on the sight in front of me.

    To the others, it looked like an empty hall.

    But to me

    ‘What the’

    I was completely overwhelmed.

    Until now, I had to focus on seeing spell codes.

    But here?

    I could see it all without trying.

    Glowing fragments of code floated in the air like schools of fish.

    Pieces of unfinished magic, forming and breaking apart endlessly.

    “It’s kind of creepy in here.”

    “Don’t be stupid, no, you’re right. My body feels heavy.”

    Even non-magicians were feeling the weight of this place.

    ‘Strange’

    I moved toward where the magic was strongest.

    ‘No not just strange. Special.’

    I passed my hand through a floating code fragment.

    ‘This magic is insane.’

    Behind me, I heard Liam shouting.

    “Hey, apprentice! Where are you going?!”

    But no one followed me.

    They couldn’t.

    ‘This ancient magic it controls space itself.’

    It was probably the magic behind the repeating rooms earlier.

    Just touching it made my body resist.

    Like walking through a powerful river current.

    But I could see the current.

    So I followed the weaker spots and pushed forward.

    ‘Incredible.’

    What kind of magic could create something like this?

    What could I do with it?

    I needed to know.

    Eventually, I reached the source.

    A stone slab covered in thick dust.

    I bent down and brushed it clean.

    A magic circle was carved into it.

    The code appeared in a familiar format just like a status window.

    ‘Finally!’

    I had dreamed of this moment since I came to this world.

    No before that, even.

    The ancient magic

    Magic that could bend space, reverse time rewrite reality itself!

    I studied, reverse-engineered, and even failed to copy it a hundred times.

    And now it was right in front of me.

    Then I felt it.

    Someone behind me.

    Someone had followed me through the current of magic.

    ‘Adeline?’

    No, she could barely walk.

    Even if she could see the magic, she couldn’t come this far.

    But

    ‘There was another mage.’

    The one who hacked her circle.

    I turned around.

    There stood a man, armed with a dagger and a bow.

    ‘Ethan.’

    So it was you.
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    Honestly, I had already suspected it.

    “You idiot, even if you reach the 2nd Circle, you won’t be able to awaken her…”

    “Wait, teacher, how did you even do that? You just glanced at the Circle penalty and started healing?!”

    The way he talked nothing about it felt like someone from a C-class rogue background.

    ‘This guy he’s a mage.’

    And not just any mage. He nearly turned Adeline into a vegetable.

    ‘But confronting him now isn’t a good idea.’

    He must’ve realized by now that I’m not a typical beginner.

    But unlike me, he hadn’t shown any of his real power yet.

    That meant I was already losing the information game.

    ‘If I want to win for sure I need something new up my sleeve too.’

    Like

    ‘Ancient magic, maybe.’

    I glanced at the stone tablet.

    The code on it I’d already memorized.

    But decoding it would still take time.

    Time. I needed time.

    But how could I buy some?

    “Both of you, step back.”

    A cold voice rang out.

    I turned to see Adeline standing with her staff pointed forward.

    “He’s mine.”

    ‘She already recovered?’

    It was surprising but actually, this was perfect.

    If she helped, taking down Ethan would be easier.

    “Adeline!”

    I was about to report Ethan’s betrayal when I noticed something strange.

    ‘Wait a second why can’t I feel even a trace of mana from him?’

    A mage with a formed Circle should always have a little mana leaking out, like how a computer quietly uses electricity even when it’s idle.

    But Ethan? He had none.

    ‘That alone makes it hard to prove he’s even a mage.’

    And then I remembered. I’d seen this before with Crow.

    High-level mages like him could control their mana so well that none leaked out.

    ‘If Ethan’s that powerful’

    I shook my head.

    ‘No, if he were that strong, we’d already be dead.’

    Then what was it?

    I tried to piece it all together using every bit of gaming knowledge I had when suddenly:

    “Cough.”

    Ethan let out a sinister smile while looking at Adeline.

    I quickly looked over at her

    “Adeline?!”

    She was coughing up blood. Then

    Thud.

    She collapsed.

    I ran to her side, confirming what I feared.

    ‘So she wasn’t fully recovered after all.’

    It was too soon. She pushed herself too hard.

    There would be no help from her now.

    ‘But at least she bought me some time.’

    Because I went to check on her, I naturally moved away from Ethan

    And Ethan moved quietly toward the stone tablet.

    ‘At this rate, he’ll get the tablet… but that’s fine.’

    To him, the code would probably look like this:

    밤밣따빠밣밟따뿌

    빠맣파빨받밤뚜뭏

    돋밬탕빠맣붏두붇

    볻뫃박발뚷투뭏붖...

    No, it wasn’t broken or encrypted.

    This was a fully valid program written in a bizarre esoteric language.

    That example above? It was a real language called "Aheui."

    When translated, it would just be something simple like:

    print("Hello, World!")

    Why would someone use such a hard-to-understand language for something so basic?

    There were many reasons

    To test the limits of code.

    For art.

    Or just for fun.

    But in this case?

    ‘It was meant to mock unworthy mages who found it.’

    A test.

    And Ethan had failed it beautifully.

    ‘Just like I thought.’

    His stiff expression reminded me of new interns who saw my messy but working code.

    ‘Nothing to worry about.’

    Even I wouldn’t have been able to decode that thing without hints.

    So I looked up

    And saw all the floating clues.

    Code snippets, scattered like broken pieces in the air:

    add %rdi, %rax  

    sub %rdi, %rdx  

    Machine language.

    But this time, unlike the chaotic previous rooms, the fragments had order.

    ‘If I can figure out the order of actions the code performs..’

    Then I could reverse engineer it.

    So I did.

    ‘This repeated part here must be variable calls.’

    I placed the first piece.

    Then another. And another.

    The more rules I figured out, the faster it went.

    Soon, the whole structure started to become clear.

    But then I realized something terrifying.

    ‘Wait something’s off.’

    The structure I was seeing didn’t look like ancient magic.

    It didn’t even resemble magic at all.

    ‘But my translations were correct!’

    Every piece had been logically decoded.

    So the problem had to be one of two things:

    I was confident in my memory but better to double-check.

    I turned back to the tablet.

    “Hey, Ethan.”

    Something felt off on the other side of the room.

    ‘Liam?’

    He had approached Ethan and spoke with a smirk.

    “What is that? Give it here.”

    No, this was dangerous.

    If we provoked Ethan now, he might finally reveal his true form.

    “Hey, didn’t you hear me? What’s the point of you looking at that? You’re not even a mage.”

    Just as Liam reached for the tablet

    “Here, leader. Take it.”

    ‘What?’

    Ethan handed the tablet over without resistance.

    ‘What is he up to?’

    Liam turned around, puzzled.

    “So what is it? Looks like some kind of scribble to me.”

    As Liam stared at the tablet

    Something shiny flashed behind him.

    ‘Shit I knew it!’

    “Liam! Behind you!”

    “What the ugh!”

    Ethan’s dagger stabbed into Liam’s shoulder.

    “Tch.”

    Ethan glared at me.

    If I hadn’t warned him, Liam would’ve been stabbed in the neck.

    “You psycho bastard ugh!”

    Ethan lunged again, swinging his dagger

    Clang!

    But Ron blocked it with his shield.

    “Liam, sir!”

    ‘I can’t waste time now!’

    I had to decode the tablet properly

    But also help them fight off Ethan!

    I started to get up.

    Something tapped against my ankle.

    ‘A staff?’

    Adeline, barely conscious, was nudging me with her staff.

    “Adel?”

    “Shh…”

    She raised her staff, struggling.

    “Use it”

    What?

    “Use it”

    I took the staff.

    Then checked the spell list.

    ‘Huh?’

    There was a single stored spell inside.

    ‘She gave this to me she knew?’

    Strange.

    If she suspected Ethan, why focus so hard on the tablet?

    Unless

    ‘It was all a setup to distract Ethan and hand me this stuff?’

    It all made sense now.

    ‘Thank you’

    I was about to mouth “thank you” to her

    But she spoke first.

    “Thread”

    Thread?

    “Find the thread”

    And then she passed out again.

    ‘Thread? What does she mean?’

    It felt random but if she used her last strength to say it, it must be a clue.

    It must be about Ethan.

    But where? How?

    ‘Thread thread’

    Damn it I don’t have time to think.

    Ethan stood with an unreadable face.

    Ron was trembling, barely holding his shield.

    Liam had picked up his spear again, using his left hand.

    And I scanned everything: the people, the floor, the air, even the fallen tablet.

    Then

    ‘Huh?’

    Something felt out of place.

    The flow of mana in this space it had changed.

    Sure, the tablet was no longer where it originally was.

    But despite that, one particular mana thread hadn’t moved.

    ‘Wait is that why I made a mistake decoding earlier?’

    Yes. It wasn’t my memory.

    It was that one odd string of mana I had misinterpreted.

    That thread

    ‘There it is. The thread!’

    I followed it with my eyes

    And finally, I found where it ended.

    ‘Ethan.’

    A faint mana thread was connecting straight to him.

    ‘Now I understand. I know who you are.’
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    “Ethan, please stop this”

    Ron couldn’t understand what was happening.

    He had gone on missions with Ethan before. They even lived in the same neighborhood, so he knew his family too.

    Ethan wasn't the type to do something this bold. Maybe he was a coward or a pathetic loser, but not dangerous.

    He always acted friendly to stronger people and stuck by their side. But as soon as things got dangerous, he’d slip away like a snake. He never dared to go against someone stronger than him.

    So why now?

    “Ron, join me.”

    “What?”

    “I’ll give you 30. If we hand this over to the guild, we’ll get almost nothing. But magicians would go crazy over that artifact. If we sell it on the black market, it’ll be worth a fortune.”

    He said it so confidently as if Ron wouldn’t refuse.

    “I, I don’t”

    Ron couldn’t answer. What was he supposed to say?

    He gripped his shield tightly.

    The shield stayed silent.

    No, the shield had never spoken to him anyway.

    Sometimes it felt light, sometimes heavy. But even when it felt heavy today, he still came all the way here.

    So in the end, the decision was his alone.

    “Ethan.”

    Ron finally made up his mind.

    “This isn’t right.”

    He didn’t have the skills to argue or persuade. But he held up his shield and stood in Ethan’s way.

    “I see. That’s a shame.”

    Ethan adjusted his grip on his dagger.

    At that moment

    “Move, you idiot!!”

    It was Liam.

    He shoved Ron aside and stepped forward.

    “You dare stab me?!”

    “L-Liam?”

    With a sharp glare, Liam pointed his spear and charged at Ethan.

    Whoosh! Wish me luck!

    His spear sliced through the air like a storm.

    But Ethan, despite everything, was still a C-rank rogue. He barely managed to dodge the attacks.

    Still, the difference was clear.

    Liam was on the offense, pressing forward with full force, while Ethan could only dodge.

    ‘At this rate!’

    There was no time to stop them.

    Stab!

    Liam’s spear pierced Ethan’s shoulder.

    It was a serious injury anyone could see.

    But Ethan didn’t even flinch.

    ‘Huh?’

    Even with the spear in his shoulder, Ethan stepped closer to Liam, dagger in hand.

    ‘No it’s dangerous!’

    Right before the dagger could reach Liam’s chest

    Ethan froze.

    His eyes went blank.

    Then, he dropped his dagger.

    Clang.

    A second later, he screamed in agony.

    “AHHH! MY SHOULDER! IT HURTS!!”

    Both Ron and Liam stood frozen in shock. What just happened?

    Then, a voice came from behind.

    “It won’t last long! Tie him up now!”

    It was Inuks, the apprentice magician. He was aiming Adeline’s staff into the air.

    “I said tie him up quickly!”

    ‘Whew I made it in time.’

    I looked at the magical string.

    It had been connected to Ethan until a moment ago, controlling him. But now, it was cut.

    ‘I did it.’

    Normally, cutting magic like that is impossible like trying to slice wind or Wi-Fi signals with a knife.

    But there are two special ways to do it.

    One was a spell Adeline had stored in her staff:

    Destroying the magic completely with overwhelming firepower like an EMP wiping out signals.

    ‘But that’s too dangerous in a small space like this.’

    I could even get hurt.

    So I chose the second method.

    ‘Interfering with space itself.’

    I glanced at the magic code being cast:

    
      [use mana type space]
    

    Spatial magic.

    The kind used for teleportation in most games.

    But not in this one.

    In this world, teleportation was considered a lost magic no one had successfully recreated, even after years of research.

    I finally understood why.

    ‘If magic is like coding, teleportation must be hard to program.’

    What happens if the teleporting object overlaps with something already there? Do they disappear? Which one disappears? How is that even coded?

    It’s ridiculously complicated.

    But the amazing thing is they still managed to do it. As ancient magic.

    ‘Whoever did this is a genius.’

    The code I was reading didn’t just affect space. It interfered with the system of the game, its very cause-and-effect logic.

    Instead of just deleting overlapping objects, it rewrote the system itself to make it look like the object always belonged there.

    No wonder they used machine code-like languages for ancient magic. And no wonder this type of magic uses so much mana.

    ‘Crazy but brilliant.’

    This single spell wasn’t enough to rewrite the world, but a collection of such codes might be.

    ‘And one day, someone will do it. That someone should be me.’

    I calmed myself down and focused on maintaining the spell.

    The spell I was casting was a small version of the infinite room spell we saw earlier.

    The magic string passed through the spell, looped around endlessly, and never reached Ethan again.

    And because of that, he broke free and was now screaming in pain.

    “Hurry up!”

    Even though the spell was small, it was still space magic; it consumed tons of mana.

    “Ron! Get the rope!”

    “Y-Yes!”

    Ron pulled out a rope from his bag, and he and Liam tied Ethan up.

    “Ugh! Liam! Ron! What are you doing?!”

    “S-Sorry.”

    “Just tie him up!”

    Then Liam shouted at me.

    “What’s going on?! Explain!”

    “Ethan was being controlled.”

    “Controlled?!”

    Ron muttered to himself, “So that’s why”

    It seemed even he had noticed something was off about Ethan.

    ‘But…’

    I didn’t show it, but I was running out of mana.

    ‘If I use it all, I might faint again’

    Just then, Liam gave a signal.

    “He’s tied up!”

    Only then did I end the spell.

    The magic string, which had looped countless times, instantly flowed back into Ethan.

    His body trembled. His eyes rolled back. Blood poured from his nose.

    But then his face returned to normal.

    “Huff”

    He looked straight at me.

    “You what are you?”

    His voice no longer hides anything. It didn’t even sound like Ethan anymore.

    Liam raised his spear again. Ron lifted his shield.

    I answered calmly, “I’m just an apprentice.”

    “Bullshit.”

    Really? I was just telling the truth.

    Ethan scoffed.

    “So, a convict who somehow got out of prison, who even Crow would acknowledge, just happened to join this dungeon raid by luck?”

    “So what?”

    “You must have a shady reason. Why don’t you join me instead? My magic’s pretty useful, y’know. We could make a great team!”

    His magic was impressive, I’ll admit that.

    ‘Controlling people remotely’

    Only one person in the game ever used that magic.

    ‘And that person became the most annoying villain of all.’

    I stepped closer to Ethan.

    I had to check the traces left behind by his magic.

    Maybe I could figure out how it worked. Maybe even trace it back.

    “What are you doing?”

    “I’m listening. Let’s talk.”

    But not to you I'm talking to your code.

    Then

    RUMBLE…!

    The ground suddenly began to shake.

    “What the hell?!”

    I looked around quickly. Something was off.

    Pebbles started sliding across the floor

    Just like when the hole Adeline made started to close earlier but on a much bigger scale.

    Rocks the size of fists then boulders the size of bodies began moving.

    ‘Adeline!’

    I cast a magic shield over her to protect her.

    Meanwhile, the rocks were gathering in one place.

    Until they formed a massive creature.

    ‘A golem?!’

    It was huge, larger than a house.

    I’d never heard of such a thing appearing here.

    ‘Wait there’s no core!’

    I watched how it formed. There was no core with a code, which meant I couldn’t hack it.

    Now, there was only one hope left.

    That it wasn’t hostile.

    Then, the golem turned its body toward me.

    It didn’t have eyes, but I could feel it watching me.

    And then a mechanical voice echoed from the air.

    
      [Master, have you returned?]
    

    A cold, robotic voice.

    A warning of danger.

    
      [Beep. Mana signal mismatch. Intruder elimination protocol: activated.]
    

    Of course. Damn it.
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    Boom! Boom! Boom!

    Loud, heavy steps shook the ground.

    ‘Why is there a golem here?!’

    I instantly knew I had triggered something that no one else had in the game.

    ‘It has to be ancient magic!’

    I had used the magic stored in the stone tablet. That probably made the dungeon think its master had returned.

    
      System voice:
    

    "Welcome back, Master."

    But then

    
      System alert:
    

    "Mana pattern mismatch. Activating intruder elimination sequence."

    The system figured out I wasn’t the real master.

    ‘Damn it! Just my luck.’

    “Hey, apprentice! Didn’t you say you controlled a golem before?!” Liam shouted.

    Yeah I had. But that golem had a core I could hack. This one didn’t.

    Instead, there were tons of thin mana strings controlling it.

    ‘There are too many.. I can’t block or cut all of them with small magic.’

    It was getting closer. I ran through possible plans in my mind.

    ‘What if I trigger Adeline’s stored spell like an EMP to fry the mana?’

    But that would hit everyone around me.

    ‘Ugh, if only I could change the type of spell she stored.. wait. Can I?’

    I checked the magic inside her staff.

    [Explosion]

    A powerful, pure-destructive fire spells classic Red Tower stuff. And high mana cost too. I could only use it because Adeline had already stored the mana in it for me.

    ‘What if I can edit the spell code? Change it to something non-lethal, but still powerful?’

    I tried. I tried the way I usually would when coding.

    ‘Crap no good.’

    The code wouldn’t change.

    ‘So once a spell is stored, it can’t be edited?’

    I was about to give up.

    “Innox!!” Ron shouted in panic.

    I looked up.

    A giant shadow was above me.

    I dove out of the way just in time.

    BOOM!

    The golem’s fist slammed into the ground. My staff flew out of my hand.

    Clatter.

    It hit the ground and rolled.

    Sparks of mana fizzed out around it from the impact.

    ‘Wait a second if it sparked, that means it took damage. It’s hardware!’

    Like the earlier golem, if it's hardware, it can be hacked!

    ‘I can’t hack the golem, but maybe I can hack the staff!’

    Maybe I could unlock the restrictions and change the spell.

    “Ron! Liam!” I yelled.

    “Do you have a plan?” Liam asked.

    “Yes!”

    “Then do it!”

    “Just buy me a little time!”

    “What?!”

    While Liam hesitated, Ron was already moving.

    Clang!

    He hit the golem’s leg with his shield. The golem turned toward him.

    ‘Good. Its priority is whoever hits it last.’

    Still, Ron was slow. He couldn’t keep dodging for long.

    “Liam!” I called.

    Then someone unexpectedly spoke up.

    “Let me go! I’ll help!” It was Ethan no, the mage controlling Ethan’s body.

    “Don’t trust him!” I shouted. “He doesn’t care if that body dies!”

    Ethan chuckled. “I’m just curious what you’ll do next. That’s all. A pure-hearted offer.”

    “Shut it! If you hadn’t stabbed my shoulder, I wouldn’t even hesitate!” Liam yelled.

    Then he turned to me.

    “Are you sure this will work?”

    “I won’t know until I try. I need to open the code—”

    “Just do it! If you fail, I’ll kill you!”

    Liam rushed the golem, helping Ron distract it from both sides.

    Now it was my turn.

    ‘Focus. I have to hack this staff. Fast.’

    Liam was full of regret.

    ‘How did it end up like this?’

    It was supposed to be a simple mission. Even when things got messy, he never expected this.

    Now, in a D-rank dungeon, he was being pushed to his limit. Monsters, betrayal, chaos and now, buying time for a kid magician.

    ‘Worst. Day. Ever.’

    His plan? Survive this and drown in alcohol and women afterward.

    But something felt wrong.

    ‘Why does my body feel so heavy?’

    He started sweating. His movements slowed.

    His stabbed shoulder burned.

    ‘No way poison?’

    He froze.

    “Hey, not my fault,” Ethan said. “That blade already had poison on it.”

    Paralysis poison!

    “Shit!”

    He couldn’t move. The golem walked toward him.

    Boom. Boom.

    Its arm is raised.

    “Move, damn it! MOVE!!”

    But it was too late.

    ‘This is how I die? Really?’

    “Fucking hell.”

    Suddenly

    CLANG!

    The golem stopped.

    It turned its head slowly toward Ron still standing, shield in hand, trembling.

    The golem lifted its arm to attack Ron instead.

    “Dodge it!” Liam cried.

    Ron barely rolled aside.

    BOOM!

    Then, once again, the golem raised its arm.

    “No! He can’t take another hit!”

    CRASH!

    Somehow, Ron blocked it with his shield.

    His knees buckled. The shield bent. But he stood.

    “Ron!”

    “I-I’m fine!” Ron gasped.

    He looked anything but fine.

    CRASH!

    Another strike. The impact shook the floor beneath Liam.

    Still, Ron stood his ground.

    But how long could he hold on?

    Ethan sneered.

    “Told you, should’ve let me help.”

    “SHUT UP!”

    Another punch came down.

    Liam looked away, instead turning to the apprentice mage.

    “When is he going to finish?!”

    But he was frozen.

    Just stared into the staff, completely lost in focus.

    Not even reacting to Liam’s shouting.

    ‘What kind of concentration is that?’

    CRASH!!

    Another impact. Liam looked back at Ron.

    His shield arm had dropped. Lifeless. Like he was dead.

    ‘No…’

    Dying in a dungeon was normal. It happened all the time.

    But this?

    ‘Damn it. Why did you have to die for me…?’

    They were all going to die anyway.

    He spat with all the strength he had.

    The spit hit the golem.

    It turned.

    Boom. Boom. Boom.

    It walked toward him again.

    Liam sighed.

    ‘Guess this is the end.’

    He closed his eyes.

    A strange sound filled the air.

    FWOOOOOSH—

    It swept through everything: Golem, Ron, Ethan.

    The golem collapsed.

    I did it.

    I hacked the staff, unlocked the code restriction, and rewrote the spell.

    It didn’t harm anyone it just blasted all the surrounding mana like a wave.

    Finally, I could look up and see what happened.

    “Ron?”

    He was in ruins, barely standing.

    “Are you okay?”

    He collapsed. Flat on the floor.

    But he gave a tiny thumbs-up.

    He was alive. Thank god.

    I looked around.

    Adeline was lying down, recovering.

    Liam

    “I’m fine,” he grunted. “Just poisoned.”

    ‘Damn that was close.’

    I wiped cold sweat from my forehead.

    ‘Now, there’s only one thing left’

    Ethan.

    Still tied up in the corner.

    Too quiet.

    ‘Why isn’t he saying anything?’

    He was completely still. Head down. No movement at all.

    ‘Wait the magic string connected to him is gone?’

    Did the caster cut the connection?

    That didn’t matter.

    I walked closer and placed the staff near Ethan’s forehead right where the string had connected.

    And then I realized…

    “You son of a bitch…”

    The caster had burned Ethan’s mind completely and escaped.

    
      

      

    

  

    
      Episode 16: Circle
    

    
      

    

    
      "The human brain is like a giant computer. It runs on electric signals between 86 billion neurons, the most complex system in the world."
    

    And in that system a "circle" is like the operating system.

    In this world, a circle is a special kind of system made just to cast magic.

    And that’s why Ethan’s case was so strange.

    
      “He’s not even a magician but he has a circle?”
    

    No, maybe it shouldn't even be called a circle. There’s no magic energy coming from it at all. That’s because it wasn’t made to cast magic.

    It was made to control Ethan’s consciousness using spyware someone else had installed in him.

    
      A corrupted, infected circle.
    

    But now, even that doesn’t work anymore.

    
      "It’s completely broken"
    

    The original code was unrecognizable as if someone purposely destroyed it to erase all evidence.

    And during that process, Ethan’s mind which was connected to it got damaged too.

    
      “Ethan?”
    

    Ron had run over and was staring at Ethan’s limp body in shock.

    He grabbed my arm.

    
      “W-What happened?! He’s okay, right?”
    

    I shook my head.

    
      “No he’s not.”
    

    
      “…What?”
    

    
      “He’s breathing, but he's brain-dead.”
    

    Ron trembled and began shaking Ethan by the shoulders.

    
      “No no! There has to be a way something we can do”
    

    Well, if Ethan were a computer, the best fix would be to erase the system and install a new one. But then would he still be Ethan?

    
      “All his memories would be gone. And I need those.”
    

    If he remembers anything about the one who hacked him, the main villain, I might be able to track that guy down.

    
      “There might be a way but it’s a long shot.”
    

    I sat down cross-legged.

    First, I had to look at my circle and my operating system.

    
      Fwoosh!
    

    As I closed my eyes, a window of code opened in front of me.

    This was my magic system, the foundation of all my spells.

    
      “So this is mine my OS.”
    

    To fix Ethan, I needed more power. And to do that, I needed to upgrade my circle.

    Right now I was stuck at 1st Circle — the weakest level of magic users.

    I had seen Adeline’s powerful spells, but couldn’t use them myself because my mana was too low.

    
      “I need to level up.”
    

    There were two common ways to upgrade:

    This takes years, and most magicians only reach the 4th Circle in their lifetime.

    This is fast but risky. Adeline did it but almost died in the process.

    
      “But I’m not a normal magician.”
    

    I don’t understand “mana” or “enlightenment.”

    To me, magic is just code lines of logic and structure.

    
      “And I’m a genius programmer.”
    

    Even though I was still officially at 1st Circle, I had already used 2nd and even 3rd Circle spells without realizing it.

    Adeline’s Mana Web. Crow’s Earth Wall. Even a mysterious space magic spell that goes beyond the circles.

    
      “So maybe my circle isn’t normal either.”
    

    I quickly scanned through my system and found something odd.

    
      “What’s this?”
    

    Underneath my 1st Circle code, there were strange, extra lines.

    They weren’t needed for a 1st Circle to work. But when I looked closely…

    
      
        “This code it’s for higher-level magic.”
      
    

    Mana Web, Earth Wall, even space magic all the key structures were already there.

    It was like my circle had automatically evolved just by me learning and understanding new magic.

    
      “But this poor 1st Circle was handling everything by itself, no wonder it’s inefficient.”
    

    It was like giving one worker a hundred jobs.

    
      “I get it now the purpose of circles is to divide the workload. Like multithreading.”
    

    Normally this kind of code splitting is hard and risky. But I was confident in my skills.

    
      “Let’s do this.”
    

    I started separating the extra code for the 2nd Circle. Then a warning popped up:

    
      [System Alert]
    

    
      “You’re editing a live system. This could cause serious issues.”
    

    
      “Perfect. Now this feels real.”
    

    I ignored the warning and made the changes.

    
      [System Message]
    

    
      “New circle detected. Add it as a new process?”
    

    Of course, I pressed yes.

    A glow surrounded me, and a beam of light shot upward.

    
      [Requesting 2nd Circle permission...]
    

    
      [Permission granted.]
    

    
      [2nd Circle added. Congratulations.]
    

    I felt it instantly had more mana.

    My mana pool grew from a bucket to a bathtub.

    
      “Let’s keep going.”
    

    I tried splitting off the 3rd Circle next. It took longer this time.

    
      “Maybe I don’t have enough data for the 3rd Circle?”
    

    I only knew a few 3rd Circle spells, but finally, the answer came:

    
      [3rd Circle added. Congratulations.]
    

    Now my mana felt like a swimming pool.

    
      “Alright one more.”
    

    I turned to the final piece: the space magic code.

    This couldn’t be merged with the others; it was too special.

    I had to make it its circle.

    
      “Can I do this?”
    

    Even just one of these spells felt more valuable than all the others combined.

    
      “If I made this world’s system, I’d approve it.”
    

    So I trusted in the system and myself.

    
      [Requesting 4th Circle permission]
    

    Nothing happened.

    Time passed. Still nothing.

    
      “This is bad.”
    

    If I were denied, I might collapse. Or worse, go into a coma-like Adeline.

    Then suddenly

    
      [Request denied.]
    

    
      “Damn it!! They don’t understand what this code is worth!”
    

    Pain shot through me. My vision darkened.

    But then

    
      [Exception granted by higher authority.]
    

    
      [Assigning new class: Fragment of the Primordial Circle (1/8).]
    

    
      “What…?”
    

    My space magic wasn’t just approved, it was renamed.

    It became a special type of circle never seen before.

    
      “This isn’t a failure.”
    

    I felt it in my chest the mana was going wild. It was like an entire lake of power.

    
      “And this is only 1/8 of it?!”
    

    It was so strong that it devoured all my previous circles — 1st, 2nd, and 3rd.

    Even Adeline was staring at me in shock.

    
      “T-This can’t be real How did you reach the 4th Circle all at once?”
    

    She was trembling. After 4 years of hard work, she had only just reached that level.

    And I did it in an instant.

    I looked at her gently.

    
      “It wasn’t overnight.”
    

    
      “I’ve been studying magic for ten years.”
    

    Well, technically coding but the effort was real.

    
      “Ten years at 1st Circle and then you just jumped to 4th?”
    

    She seemed to understand now. Maybe even inspired.

    She opened her circle and began her upgrade attempt again this time, with no interruptions.

    I let her be and turned my attention back to Ethan.

    
      “Let’s try again.”
    

    Now that I understood circles better, I had a real chance to help him.

    
      “Let’s save you, Ethan.”
    

    
      

      

    

  

    
      Episode 17 – Escape
    

    
      

    

    Fixing Ethan’s broken magic circle back to how it was? Impossible.

    Well, it didn’t need to be the same bad circle anyway.

    ‘At least make it work a little.’

    So I made a simple magic circle and put it inside him.

    Miraculously, Ethan’s mind came back.

    But there was still a problem.

    “Who are you?”

    Of course.

    Just what I expected.

    I explained to Liam’s party,

    “He has amnesia.”

    I could restore the basic functions.

    But the memories burned away, and the personality that came from those memories—

    That was something I couldn’t recreate.

    Not yet, at least.

    “Where is this place”

    Still, he must have some memories left inside.

    “Ethan.”

    “Ethan? Is that my name?”

    His condition was worse than I thought.

    He didn’t even remember his name.

    ‘Is there any memory left at all?’

    It seemed unlikely, but I had to ask.

    “Someone controlled you, right? Do you remember anything about that?”

    Right then

    “Ugh!”

    He grabbed his head, suffering from a headache.

    “Red... Redhat...”

    “Redhat?”

    Then he suddenly muttered something.

    Ron explained,

    “That’s a tavern. Near Ethan’s house.”

    Redhat.

    I’d never heard that name before.

    Well, there are thousands of shops in the game anyway.

    ‘Could be related?’

    Just as I was about to ask more.

    “Ugh! Ugh!”

    Ethan’s headache got worse.

    ‘Maybe that’s enough for now.’

    I’ll ask again when he feels better.

    I should also check out that “Redhat” tavern myself.

    Then

    “Uh?”

    I heard Liam’s surprised voice.

    Everyone’s eyes turned toward him, already tense from the situation.

    In his hand, a tablet was crumbling.

    “I-I just touched it, that’s all!”

    He probably wasn’t lying.

    He’s not a magician after all.

    And even if the tablet broke, it didn’t matter much.

    I already took the magic from it, and I wanted to stop anyone else from getting it.

    ‘But I didn’t expect this.’

    Rumble!

    I looked up at the loud noise.

    Stones fell from the ceiling.

    And a huge crack appeared on the pillar holding up the ceiling.

    “The dungeon is collapsing!”

    Liam shouted.

    “What are you waiting for? Get up! Hurry and get out!”

    His decision was the best one could make.

    It was just the best.

    ‘No! The entrance is too far away!’

    Because the dungeon twisted and turned, it would take at least 30 minutes to escape.

    ‘Running out is impossible!’

    While I was thinking of another way, the dungeon’s name came to mind:

    Graeham’s “Shallow” Cave.

    “Shallow Cave..”

    That means the vertical distance to the surface is short.

    And with the mana, I have now

    It’s worth trying.

    “Wait! I have a way!”

    “Wait? If you hesitate, we’ll die! Move now!”

    Flash!!!

    Suddenly, a strong light filled the collapsing great hall.

    A pillar of light struck Adeline.

    ‘4th circle!’

    She opened her eyes in the fading light.

    Even though she finally reached the 4th circle she’d long wished for, her face showed no joy.

    Instead, with burning eyes she said,

    “You said there’s a way?”

    She raised her staff to the sky.

    A huge barrier appeared, shielding us like an umbrella from falling rocks.

    “Do it.”

    The mood suddenly felt like Crow’s.

    But she was right.

    “I’ll cast a spell! Stay close!”

    While Adeline bought us time, we had to do it.

    I began modifying the space magic.

    First, I adjusted the coordinates.

    I kept the x and y the same but increased the z-axis (height).

    Since all of us had to go through it, I made the portal big.

    “Shit, shit, shit.”

    Liam muttered curses like a prayer.

    Ron hugged his shield, and Ethan still held his head in pain.

    Rumble!

    Suddenly, the ceiling of the great hall began to fall.

    “That’s.. close.”

    Adeline said calmly.

    Boom!

    The ceiling hit her barrier.

    A big crack appeared on the barrier.

    “Apprentice! Damn it, apprentice!!!”

    “W-We’ll survive, right?”

    “Huff!”

    Crash!

    The barrier finally broke.

    Huge stones rained down.

    I was almost crushed, turning into a stain on the floor.

    “Now!”

    Without wiping the sweat from my hands, I cast the spell.

    Flash!

    A huge circular portal appeared with sparks of strong magic.

    Space is connected to space.

    We fell through the portal by gravity.

    In an instant, a different scene appeared below us.

    A green, lush forest.

    Above, a blue sky spread out.

    Bright sunlight stabbed my pupils, which had adjusted to the dark dungeon.

    The magic mostly worked, but I regretted one thing.

    It was too high.

    ‘Damn it.’

    By magic principles, I didn’t have to worry about passing through objects.

    But I was careful to raise the z-axis so we wouldn’t get buried in the ground.

    Now it felt like skydiving.

    The heavy gravity pulled me down.

    Putting curiosity about gravity’s code aside, I shouted to Adeline,

    “I’m out of mana!”

    My mana had grown like a lake.

    But space magic is a monster that eats mana.

    “What?”

    Adeline understood and stretched out her staff.

    [Magic Web]

    Mana spider webs stretched down.

    One thread, two threads, countless threads flowed from her staff.

    The ground came closer.

    Just before crashing into the earth, a huge elastic spider web caught us.

    We finally returned to the surface.

    I genuinely admired Adeline’s skill.

    ‘Even the same code mana web can be used in creative ways.’

    That kind of creative skill can’t be covered by just coding.

    I was thinking that when

    “About that just now.”

    I turned to her.

    Adeline looked down at me.

    “How did you do it?”

    She meant space magic.

    But I didn’t want to explain it straightforwardly.

    “I’ll just say I was lucky.”

    A moment of silence.

    Adeline scratched her head awkwardly and bowed a little.

    “Sorry, I was just too curious...”

    Asking about another’s magic is considered rude unless you’re close like a master and disciple.

    ‘Well, I would’ve asked too.’

    Then

    Spark!

     Something shiny flew from her.

    I caught it and flinched at its familiar shape.

    The Red Tower badge, just like the one Crow gave me.

    “Why the Red Tower badge?”

    “Consider it an apology.”

    But looking closely, this was different from a normal Red Tower badge.

    It had a comet-shaped mark the Red Sacred Symbol.

    This must be a badge only she received from the Red Tower.

    “Show this at any Red Tower branch, and they’ll help you.”

    With those words, she turned around.

    “I need to return to the Tower right away.”

    I expected that.

    “Are you going to challenge the 5th circle now?”

    “No.”

    ‘Huh? That’s unexpected.’

    She had something more important than the 5th circle?

    “If not the 5th circle”

    “I aim for the 9th circle.”

    “Oh.”

    “Opening the door in front of you is one thing, but what’s beyond it matters more.”

    That seemed to be the lesson she learned on this expedition.

    Of course, it wouldn’t be easy.

    No player or NPC has ever reached the 9th circle in its uncharted territory.

    “I’ll cheer for you.”

    But for some reason, when she heard that, her expression changed slightly.

    “Hey, why do you keep using formal speech with me?”

    “Huh? Is that a problem?”

    “No, not really. But now we’re both in the 4th circle. And if you think about it..”

    She hesitated.

    I guessed what she wanted to say:

    ‘Since I got promoted to the 4th circle first, I’m technically your senior.’

    “Well, I’m just used to it.”

    There’s no big reason why a guild member uses formal speech.

    I just like keeping some distance.

    Unless we get closer which we won’t.

    Thankfully, I’m not the type who mixes logic and emotions so much that I plan future generations.

    “Alright then. Do as you like.”

    With that, she turned away and started walking without looking back.

    Her red hair grew smaller and soon disappeared.

    I was a little sad.

    I hadn’t learned all her magic yet.

    But maybe it was about efficiency. No need to spend more time learning magic she never used.

    If she never used it once, it was probably not practical.

    I discussed the plans with the others.

    Liam said to Ron,

    “Ron, take Ethan home.”

    Ethan couldn’t even remember his own house.

    Ron was the only one who knew where it was.

    “I’ll go back to report to the branch. And”

    Liam looked at me.

    I spoke first.

    “I’ll follow Ethan. I need to check his condition more closely.”

    I had some business nearby anyway.

    Liam nodded silently.

    The empire was different from kingdoms that worshiped gods; it was a powerful magic nation.

    And it had four great magical towers recognized by everyone.

    The Blue and Yellow Towers in the capital.

    The Green Tower in the Southern Great Forest.

    The Red Tower in the northern volcanic zone.

    Among them, the Red Tower’s main tower was in the middle of a giant lake formed in a volcanic crater.

    By moonlight, Adeline rode a carriage across the lake’s bridge, thinking,

    ‘Has it already been five years?’

    She was young then, unable to use magic, and had fallen into that lake.

    Anger, revenge, regret.

    Every feeling from that day swirled inside her whenever she looked at the lake.

    That was one reason she didn’t want to leave the Red Tower easily.

    If she stayed outside too long, those feelings faded.

    Every day she looked out the window at the lake, forcing herself to push harder.

    She struggled to move on to the next circle as soon as possible.

    But now looking back, she thought she was just drunk on those emotions.

    Meeting a magician named Inux changed her.

    He taught her that opening a door isn’t the point.

    What’s beyond the door matters more.

    That’s how she was able to break through the barrier.

    She finally thought about her real purpose beyond revenge.

    If revenge was everything, it would have been easier.

    If she were a machine fixed only on revenge, maybe it wouldn’t be so bad.

    But she was human.

    ‘If I succeed at revenge’

    Only emptiness would remain.

    In truth, she was already empty inside.

    Or rather, lonely.

    “Do you know why they died?”

    “Because they were weak.”

    Since that day, she vowed not to form any bonds until she was strong enough to protect everyone.

    She kept a cold attitude, pushing everyone away.

    Ultimately, the reason she wanted to get stronger wasn’t just revenge.

    She wanted to escape this loneliness.

    She still had a long way to go to become that strong.

    The carriage stopped.

    “We’re here!”

    She sighed as she stepped down.

    “Welcome back.”

    An old, short wizard with white hair and a red robe greeted her.

    “Master.”

    But his eyes fell on the badge on her chest.

    “Hm? Your badge is gone.”

    “The badge”

    “Did you lose it? I doubt you gave it away, knowing your temper.”

    She hesitated to answer, then realized

    By giving her symbolic badge to someone else, her vow to avoid bonds was somewhat broken.

    It was uncomfortable, but she knew what she had to do.

    She had to become stronger.

    Not because she wanted to protect that person,

    But somehow, she didn’t want to lose.

    “What’s wrong with my temper? I just found someone I want to trust.”

    “Haha, surprisingly mature. That’s the most surprising thing I’ve seen teaching you for five years.”

    “Is that so?”

    She teased.

    He laughed again,

    “Well, your gaze has improved.”

    “What do you mean?”

    “Is it a boy?”

    Her cheeks flushed.

    But she was sure they weren’t that kind of relationship.

    “Y-Yeah, but not really like that”

    “Haha, now those kids can feel safe.”

    The master looked toward the lake, probably remembering the day he saved her.

    But after a moment of nostalgia, he waved his hand.

    “Anyway, you’re a 4th circle now. Let’s go train.”

    Just what she wanted.

    
      

      

    

  

    
      Episode 18: Red Hat
    

    
      

    

    After I took Ethan home with Ron, I went to a bar I’d heard about from him.

    It was called the Red Hat, a small inn and tavern near the Adventurers’ Guild.

    Ron said it was a place many adventurers visited.

    
      “How obvious.”
    

    Even in the original story, the guy I was after mainly targeted adventurers.

    I didn’t understand why before, but now it made sense.

    
      “It must be because of ancient magic.”
    

    Since he didn’t know exactly where the ancient magic was, he was trying to control as many adventurers as possible and spread his influence.

    Ethan was just an unlucky victim.

    Anyway, if that was his goal, Red Hat was a key place.

    
      “Who knows how many have already been taken?”
    

    In the worst case, the whole bar could be filled with controlled people.

    Thankfully, I had my best escape magic: space magic.

    If things got dangerous, I could disappear without a trace.

    Ready for anything, I pushed open the door.

    The door opened easily. I glanced inside and froze.

    
      “There’s no one here?”
    

    No sign of that guy or anyone at all.

    The bar was empty, just tables and chairs.

    The silence was so heavy I could hardly breathe.

    
      “That’s strange.”
    

    Outside, the street was noisy as usual.

    There was no way a busy bar like this would be empty.

    
      “A trap?”
    

    I focused on my magic senses but found no trace of anything.

    Then I heard a soft sound.

    I turned around and saw a girl sweeping the floor.

    No magical strings controlling her, no magic energy at all.

    So maybe it wasn’t a trap after all.

    Feeling a bit relieved, I spoke.

    “Excuse me”

    “Please go home. We’re closed today.”

    Her voice was low and sad.

    I finally looked at her face.

    She was holding back tears.

    If I were myself before, I’d have just left.

    She looked like trouble I didn’t want to get involved in.

    But this time, I couldn’t walk away.

    
      “I need to learn about that guy’s magic.”
    

    I could look at or fix circles of people who were unconscious, but his magic was on a whole different level.

    He could remotely control a conscious person’s mind.

    I had no idea how that worked.

    It felt like ancient magic.

    So I gathered courage and asked,

    “Where is the owner?”

    Ron had told me it was run by a father and daughter.

    The father always wore a red hat, hence the name “Red Hat.”

    The girl kept sweeping quietly, but her movements slowed.

    Then, tears started falling.

    “Dad… Dad…”

    She tried to hold back, but more tears dropped.

    “He’s not here anymore.”

    She said her father was found hanged last night.

    But she was sure he wouldn’t have done that.

    She cried loudly as she spoke.

    Honestly, I didn’t know how to comfort her.

    I had no skill for that.

    But I did know the strange truth behind his death.

    
      “Last night that fits perfectly.”
    

    At the same time, the guy burned out Ethan’s mind and escaped.

    Ethan’s body was tied up, so that was the best he could do.

    But the father wasn’t restrained and ended up dead.

    Should I tell her? That her father might have been controlled by someone else?

    That the man she loved could have been a puppet?

    I just couldn’t say it.

    I lowered my head and expressed my condolences, then left with a heavy heart.

    
      “How do I catch this guy now?”
    

    Red Hat was the only trace I had of him.

    But that trail just ended here.

    No matter where I look, no signs of him remain.

    
      “That sneaky rat.”
    

    It was frustrating. He destroyed all evidence when he ran away.

    Just like a hacker.

    
      “Wait—hacker?”
    

    Something clicked in my mind.

    
      “If he’s a hacker”
    

    Usually, hacking isn’t the goal, just a tool.

    There’s always something they want to get.

    And I knew what he wanted.

    
      “Ancient magic.”
    

    That’s what he was after in the game too.

    From experience, it wasn’t much different here.

    He got hit by my ancient magic once, so he must be furious.

    
      “If that’s the case I don’t need to chase him directly.”
    

    There’s a saying: “If you want to catch a rat, don’t chase it.”

    It’s easier to set a trap with cheese.

    He didn’t know, but I already knew where most of the ancient magic was.

    
      “I just need to keep searching for it.”
    

    As long as he targets ancient magic, we’ll meet again.

    Space magic was almost a perfect all-purpose magic.

    It could be used for offense, defense, or utility.

    But it had one big downside

    
      “Mana consumption.”
    

    I could only control things like portal size, location, and duration now.

    To optimize mana use, I needed to understand the true language of ancient magic.

    That meant I needed more ancient magic codes.

    Also, there was a growing suspicion that ancient magic and the “Primordial Circle” were connected.

    Even just 1/8 of the Primordial Circle was way more efficient than regular circles.

    Maybe restoring it through ancient magic would solve my mana problems.

    
      “The question is which ancient magic should I get?”
    

    Since space magic was the only one I could use as a 1st Circle magician, I had no doubts before.

    But now I am stronger.

    I could travel alone, and my options were wider.

    
      “The problem is, all of the magic I want is amazing. But my body is still just one.”
    

    So I had to prioritize.

    
      “First, it has to be magic I need now.”
    

    Something space magic can’t do.

    Something that complements it well.

    
      “And also, magic I won’t get later.”
    

    That was important too.

    As I thought, one magic came to mind.

    
      “That should be it.”
    

    The magic in the Bahar Desert.

    I had to leave as soon as possible to get it.

    There was one problem.

    The desert was far and dangerous, and the relay station was busy with travelers and merchants.

    As I wandered looking for a carriage, a driver shouted,

    “Hey, where are you headed?”

    “Bahar Desert.”

    His face hardened.

    “Find someone else.”

    That didn’t feel good, but I expected it.

    Other drivers said the same.

    “No one goes there.”

    “I heard the same. No one wants to go to the Bahar Desert.”

    
      “Of course. It’s hard to get transport.”
    

    The desert was a useless border zone between empire and kingdom.

    No country cared, so bandits and monsters ran wild.

    Then the driver pointed.

    “If you want to go, you need that caravan over there.”

    It wasn’t a normal caravan.

    No horses, only camels.

    The wagons looked different, and the whole group was small.

    
      “How many wagons?”
    

    At least twenty.

    And many well-armed guards.

    Their uniforms were too nice for a regular caravan.

    
      “Wait, could it be?”
    

    I asked.

    “Is this the Sand Mole Caravan?”

    “Yes, it is.”

    They were the only caravan that crossed the Bahar Desert.

    But their exact schedule and departure point were secret, so I wasn’t sure if I’d get a ride.

    
      “Lucky me.”
    

    If it was a caravan, I didn’t have to worry about travel costs.

    Caravans are like moving treasure vaults, so bandits want to attack them.

    They never have enough guards.

    And if there’s a 4th Circle mage who can wipe out dozens of enemies alone?

    They’re even happier to have that kind of power.

    “I’m Inuks, a 4th Circle mage. Could I travel with you to the desert?”

    When I said who I was, the man flinched and looked nervous.

    “Wait, wait”

    He hurried deeper into the caravan and came back with two men.

    One was a huge man with curly hair, wearing expensive clothes.

    The other had short hair and shining full-plate armor.

    
      “Won’t they roast in the desert?”
    

    I worried for a moment.

    The man who brought them said,

    “This is the caravan master and the captain.”

    I guessed the big man was the master and the armored one was the captain.

    
      “The master is coming along? This might not be easy.”
    

    The master looked at me suspiciously.

    He didn’t like my appearance.

    I wore simple clothes and a robe, but he probably wanted something more impressive.

    Still, he smiled politely.

    “Wow! A 4th Circle mage! It’s an honor to meet you.”

    “Thank you.”

    I shook his hand.

    But I noticed him eyeing me carefully.

    Then he asked carefully,

    “Which mage tower are you from?”

    “I’m not affiliated with any.”

    I answered calmly.

    The crowd started whispering.

    “Not affiliated? And a 4th Circle mage?”

    “Tch might as well believe a chick turned into a dragon.”

    “Damn, I should have mentioned that sooner I’m doomed.”

    Usually, unaffiliated mages are just frauds who can do cheap tricks.

    And a 4th Circle one? That sounded impossible.

    
      “I can see why they think I’m a con artist.”
    

    Still, the master was a professional businessman.

    Like a seasoned project manager with 15 years of experience training developers, his calm smile never faltered.

    “I’m sorry. Unfortunately, we have certain conditions for traveling with us…”

    He was rejecting me.

    “Please wait a moment, master.”

    The captain suddenly interrupted.

    He was staring at my chest area, not at my face.

    
      “What’s he looking at?”
    

    He seemed impressed by my magic power.

    “Can you tell me where and who taught you magic?”

    If I said self-taught from dungeon tablets, that would sound even more suspicious.

    I put my hand in my pocket and pulled out two badges.

    One was Crow’s, the other Adeline’s.

    They didn’t know it, but I learned magic from them.

    I showed Adeline’s badge.

    Crow’s were too much, and in this kind of escort mission, red mage towers are better known for combat anyway.

    Unexpectedly, the master reacted strongly.

    “Red Holiness!”

    Until now, his eyes were empty, but suddenly they lit up.

    
      “Why is he acting like this?”
    

    Could eyes sparkle like that?

    Was it a lighting effect?

    Creepy.

    
      

      

    

  

    
      Episode 19: The Sandworm Caravan (1)
    

    
      

    

    The endless sea of sand stretched out everywhere.

    Strong sunlight poured down, and the hot, dry heat rose from the ground.

    Through all this, the caravan marched forward at full speed.

    At the very front was the guide.

    Around the guide were scouts, and behind them was the mercenary group.

    The elite soldiers of the caravan, including the captain, were behind the mercenaries.

    At the very back, the same arrangement protected the caravan scouts and mercenaries surrounding it.

    If I weren’t a magician, I’d be part of the mercenary group too.

    But right now, I was riding inside a carriage in the middle of the caravan.

    That’s the advantage of a magician I could attack from afar with strong magic.

    I was there to support the front and back of the caravan.

    Still, it was a bit stressful.

    “Ah, I’m sorry! I didn’t recognize you earlier!”

    The plump caravan leader bowed many times from the seat across from me.

    I kept telling him it was okay, and only then did he calm down.

    “By the way..”

    He asked carefully,

    “I’ve never heard that Adeline already has a disciple?”

    I thought, What a strange question, but then I realized what he meant.

    “Um, could you tell me where and from whom you learned your skills?”

    That was why I showed him the badge in the first place.

    “And you say that disciple is already a 4th Circle? Forgive me, but that sounds unusual”

    Hmm, I needed to clear up this misunderstanding first.

    
      “He’s not my disciple. We just shared insights and reached the 4th Circle together. That’s when I got this badge.”
    

    The caravan leader’s eyes grew wide.

    “Wow! Did you exchange insights with Adeline? Really?”

    “Has Adeline already reached the 4th Circle? In just five years?”

    I nodded.

    “That means the Red Tower must be celebrating!”

    Surely they would be.

    Though I doubted Adeline enjoyed celebrations much.

    I pictured her, probably still practicing magic hard at that moment.

    Suddenly, the carriage became quiet.

    
      What’s going on?
    

    The caravan leader, who had been so loud, now looked shy.

    A shiver ran down my spine, remembering some trauma from when I was a branch leader.

    “Um, just a personal question. What is Adeline like in person?”

    
      Thank goodness. He’s interested in Adeline, not me.
    

    That explained his reaction when I showed her badge.

    But.. What should I say about Adeline?

    If I said she was rude, that sounded bad.

    If I said she was brilliant but rude, that might sound worse.

    I was about to say she had a warm heart beneath it all.

    “I heard she’s quite beautiful.”

    Oh, he meant her looks.

    Looks.. Well, I’ve mostly seen celebrities, not many real women, so it’s hard to judge.

    I compared Adeline to celebrities in my mind:

    Her arms and legs are just right, slim and long.

    Skin fair and white.

    Her eyes, nose, and mouth are perfectly balanced.

    Basically, she looked like a celebrity.

    “I think she’s pretty.”

    I wasn’t 100% sure, so I added “I think.”

    The caravan leader’s eyes lit up.

    “Oh! So the rumors are true!”

    He smiled happily, like an astronomer discovering a new planet.

    Suddenly

    Screech! The carriage stopped abruptly.

    The door opened, and the captain appeared with a serious face.

    “Caravan leader! A sandworm pit has appeared! One carriage got swept away”

    Still, the caravan leader looked calm and said,

    “It’s okay! As long as it’s not carriage number seven”

    “It’s carriage number seven!”

    At that moment, the caravan leader jumped out of the carriage with surprising speed for his size.

    “No! Not number seven!” he shouted.

    I hurried after him.

    At the scene, many caravan members had gathered.

    “It’s the caravan leader!”

    “He’s here!”

    They parted as he arrived, revealing the accident site.

    A huge conical sand pit had formed.

    On the steep sides, tons of sand were sliding down, gathering in the center and being sucked underground.

    The carriage was stuck on one side of the steep pit.

    Unlike other carriages, this one was heavily reinforced with strong walls all around the cargo area, clearly very important.

    The pale-faced driver trembled on top of the carriage,

    “Please, save me!” he begged.

    But the caravan leader only cared about the carriage.

    “My carriage number seven!”

    Hearing his despair, I looked down at the sand pit and thought,

    “A sandworm”

    Among desert monsters, these are especially dangerous.

    The sand pit it creates is notorious.

    If something falls in, it’s nearly impossible to escape the steep slopes and flowing sand.

    The prey struggles and is pulled down into the pit…

    Then the worm snaps it up with its huge jaws.

    That’s the end.

    People, monsters, or carriages all swallowed.

    
      At least it should be worth the travel fee
    

    I cast a spell:

    
      Magic Web.
    

    Threads of magical energy wrapped around the driver and pulled him out.

    “Ugh!”

    The driver flew out like a fish caught on a line, landing safely outside the pit.

    That saved the easy part the driver.

    Now came the heavy carriage.

    The caravan leader ran over to me.

    “Magician! Please, do something!”

    I thought about it.

    
      Too heavy to pull with the Magic Web alone…
    

    Space magic crossed my mind, but it uses too much mana.

    Moving myself isn’t bad, but opening a large portal for the carriage would drain a lot of mana.

    I put space magic aside and looked for another plan.

    
      Do I even have to pull it out?
    

    If pulling it out is too hard, holding it in place with Magic Web might work.

    If the carriage stayed stuck halfway on the slope..

    I imagined what could happen.

    Satisfied with the idea, I fired several Magic Web strands at the carriage.

    
      Ping!
    

    The webs stretched tight but held firm.

    “Wow! The carriage stopped moving!”

    The caravan leader cheered.

    But then he asked,

    “How do we pull it up now?”

    I wasn’t planning to pull it up.

    We just had to wait.

    “Let’s wait and see.”

    My plan was to use the sandworm’s habits against it.

    Normally, the worm waits until the prey tires in the pit, then bites it with those huge jaws.

    But if the prey resists halfway like this…

    The worm gets impatient.

    
      Looks like it doesn’t have much patience after all.
    

    Suddenly, Boom! A loud explosion sounded.

    From the pit’s center, sand sprayed up like hot springs.

    Finally, the sandworm appeared.

    It was huge, matching the size of the sand pit.

    Its jaws were big enough to swallow the carriage in one bite.

    The worm wriggled like a giant worm and started climbing the slope.

    “Gasp!”

    “What is that?”

    People screamed as they saw the worm’s main body for the first time.

    I had only seen it in the game before, but this was real.

    Still, I wasn’t scared.

    I just waited for the right moment.

    That carriage that was inside that made it so heavily guarded, with magic leaking out?

    It was a perfect bait for the mana-sensitive sandworm.

    Meanwhile, the caravan leader shouted,

    “No! The carriage! No!”

    He dropped to his knees, crying.

    “It’s over! I’m done for!”

    “Wait! Don’t lose patience!” I shouted.

    
      Rumble!
    

    The sandworm roared as it climbed up.

    Its terrible smell made me wrinkle my nose.

    
      Chomp!
    

    The worm opened its huge mouth to swallow the carriage.

    Sharp teeth covered its jaws, and inside was endless darkness.

    Now, that was a little scary.

    But I didn’t miss the moment.

    
      Now!
    

    
      Whoosh!
    

    Fire Lance appeared at my fingertips, a spear of flame shooting at the pit below the carriage.

    It barely brushed the carriage’s edge, lighting up the darkness inside the worm’s mouth.

    
      Boom!
    

    The explosion made the worm breathe fire.

    
      Thud!
    

    Its massive body fell to the ground.

    Its head was toasted and smoking.

    No matter the size, a bug is a bug.

    They’re weak to fire.

    The captain muttered in disbelief,

    “You killed it? In one shot?”

    One shot.

    I liked that too.

    
      Saved mana.
    

    You never know what might happen next. Better to save mana.

    The caravan leader looked worried but relieved.

    As I relaxed, I started hearing people talk around me.

    
      “None of the magicians I’ve seen were like this.”
    

    
      “You’re a 4th Circle! Of course, you’re better than those 1st or 2nd Circles!”
    

    “This expedition has nothing to worry about now!”

    Honestly, I didn’t think it was that amazing.

    I didn’t even modify the code much, just cast some existing spells.

    It felt like when non-experts clap just for running a command prompt after staying up all night writing code.

    It’s a strange feeling, not bad, but weird.

    Just as I was about to return to the carriage,

    “Magician! Please wait!”

    The caravan leader called me.

    
      Is there something else?
    

    He seemed unusually eager and respectful.

    “I want to offer you some kind of reward.”

    There was still an important matter to handle.

    
      

      

    

  

    
      Episode 20 — Sand Mole Caravan (2)
    

    
      

    

    The heavy number 7 wagon was pulled up from the ditch, and I stood in front of it with the caravan leader.

    “Oh dear! I thought I’d lost you forever!”

    The leader rushed to the wagon and started fiddling with the lock.

    It seemed like the reward he wanted to give me was inside the wagon.

    I was curious too about what was inside. Perfect timing.

    “Ahem, just a moment. The lock isn’t so simple”

    He started pacing.

    Looking over his shoulder, I saw the lock was unusual.

    
      “The flow of magic is linked to the whole door.. Even if you break the lock, it permanently locks the door. Not bad security.”
    

    But I saw a weakness.

    
      “If I can fool the magic flowing into the door, I could disable it.”
    

    Of course, I had no intention of actually doing that just checking for weak points out of habit.

    “Phew!”

    Then the leader unlocked it.

    
      Click.
    

    The wagon door finally opened.

    Light burst out from a device on the ceiling, lighting up the dark interior.

    Unlike the hot desert outside, the inside was cool and comfortable like it had climate control.

    
      “This wagon alone must cost a lot.”
    

    But the most impressive thing wasn’t the features, but how well it contained a lot of magic inside.

    
      “Where did all this magic come from?”
    

    I looked around at the boxes neatly stacked on shelves inside.

    Magic was flowing from those boxes.

    “These are”

    I thought about the caravan’s main goods.

    Most exports from the empire to the kingdom were magic-engineered products special cloth or metal treated with magic.

    But those things wouldn’t give off this much magic, and even if the wagon was full of them, they wouldn’t be worth the leader’s life.

    To be worth it, they’d have to be magical tools.

    “All magical tools, huh.”

    “Hmm? How did you know?”

    The leader looked a bit surprised but then proudly spread his arms wide.

    “Yes! Everything on this wagon was made by the Yellow Tower!”

    But the next thing he said surprised me.

    “Go ahead and pick whichever one you like.”

    “Really? Anyone?”

    “Yes! Though none will be as good as Adeline’s emblem! Haha!”

    If a single magical tool could build trust with someone like me who has Adeline’s emblem, it was a pretty good deal.

    “That’s very kind. I’ll choose carefully.”

    I started with the box on the far left bottom, planning to open every box carefully so I wouldn’t miss anything.

    Inside was a pair of rectangular magical tools.

    “Let me explain! Those are”

    “Communication tools, right? With channel functions and two-way communication.”

    “How did you know?”

    I recognized the code. Just like the ones on Adeline’s staff. Most magical tools had software-like codes, and I could tell their function by reading them.

    
      “But I don’t need these.”
    

    Long-distance communication tools were useful, with good demand and tech, so probably expensive. But right now, I don’t have anyone to communicate with.

    Still, I memorized the code.

    I closed that box and opened the next. Inside was a mask.

    “Ah, you probably don’t know this one…”

    “It’s a mask that can hide your real facial expressions. Popular at nobles’ gambling meetings.”

    “Oh?”

    Interesting, but not needed.

    I closed the box and opened another. The leader followed me eagerly.

    “Wow, you even have emotion-related magic?”

    “Yes, for now.”

    No way he’d understand if I said I read the code, so I just agreed.

    “Combat magic is one thing, but emotion magic! I heard even the master craftsmen at the Yellow Tower took decades to master that!”

    There was no point trying to explain.

    I kept opening boxes.

    
      “The rumors say there’s not much good stuff here.”
    

    They were all pretty valuable magical tools but focused more on practical functions than fighting.

    If I got anything, it’d be useful, but nothing stood out.

    The few weapon-type tools were like that too.

    
      “This one’s a sword enchanted with fire magic.”
    

    Even people who can’t use magic could swing a sword wrapped in flames.

    It was worth way more than an ordinary fine sword too expensive for a normal person.

    When I touched it, the leader looked tense.

    But I didn’t need it.

    It’s heavy to carry, and I can do fire magic without a sword anyway.

    Maybe what I need isn’t a magic-based item like this, but…

    
      “Hardware.”
    

    High-performance hardware with the Yellow Tower’s advanced technology, is something I could apply my magic to in many ways.

    While I was carefully opening each box, one item caught my eye.

    It was a golden sphere about the size of a golf ball.

    
      “This is”
    

    Not just a simple ball there was a lot packed inside.

    I even saw a low-level AI code inside.

    I reached out to it.

    “Wait, wait!”

    The leader tried to stop me, but it was too late.

    The moment I touched it, insect-like wings popped out.

    
      Wing! Whirr! Whiiirrr!
    

    The little thing flapped wildly and flew around.

    The leader tried to catch it, but it was too small and fast for him.

    No, it wasn’t meant to be caught easily.

    
      “A training tool for hunting hawks.”
    

    A tool made to escape from fast, agile hawks.

    
      “It works well.”
    

    Since I confirmed it worked, I stopped watching.

    I remembered the code for the communication tool.

    Using it, I converted magic into a signal and sent it matching the little thing’s call signal.

    
      Whoosh!
    

    The little device suddenly turned in direction, flying straight toward my palm.

    I caught the golden ball easily.

    “Huh? Where did it go?”

    The leader looked worried he lost it.

    I opened my hand.

    “Right here.”

    “Whoa! When did you catch it?”

    “It just flew into my hand.”

    But something bothered me.

    “Doesn’t this need a caller device?”

    “Oh, yeah. Usually, it comes with one, but it’s missing here.”

    He searched the box, then sighed deeply.

    “Hmm… I think it got lost. We can’t sell it at full price without that.”

    The leader’s face darkened.

    While opening other boxes, his hand found something, a long metal rod.

    
      “A staff?”
    

    It had jewels on the end but wasn’t flashy, just elegant.

    If Adeline’s staff was like a handmade Italian masterpiece, this felt like a sleek MacBook.

    The leader pulled it out with a smile.

    “Oh! Here it is! This is the Yellow Tower’s latest flagship staff. It’s made for 3rd-circle mages mostly, so not super powerful”

    He hesitated about its power.

    I examined the staff’s code carefully.

    Some parts didn’t make sense.

    
      “Why put limits on its performance?”
    

    It seemed designed to hold back full power, like a CPU chip designed for stability and lifespan.

    For people like me, that’s like a secret hidden room in a house, something you want to break open and expand.

    Removing the limits and pushing the performance to the edge is called ‘overclocking.’

    
      “If I overclock it, I could easily use it at 5th circle level.”
    

    Sure, the staff’s lifespan would shorten, but these are consumables, replaced with better ones over time.

    Just a matter of money.

    “Not bad.”

    The leader had good taste.

    “So, will you take this one?”

    Nothing else matched my needs better.

    Still, it felt a little disappointing to take just one.

    I looked back at the hawk training tool.

    It wasn’t essential, but it caught my interest.

    
      “Looks like I could have some fun with this.”
    

    I asked,

    “Could I get this as a bonus too?”

    He answered immediately,

    “No one buys these without the caller device. If you want it, it’s yours!”

    Jackpot!

    
      

      

    

  

    
      Episode 21: The Attack (1)
    

    
      

    

    Was it back in high school?

    I once tried to build a drone with a friend who wanted to study mechanical engineering.

    It was a new challenge for me. Until then, my coding only worked as electric signals online.

    Making something that works physically in the real world felt like magic.

    Of course, drones were harder to make than we thought, and my friend hit a wall, so it just stayed a good try.

    But the code I wrote back then still stayed in my mind.

    I never thought I’d use it now.

    Luckily, we had good hardware ready.

    
      “First, let’s fix this crappy AI.”
    

    It might be okay for dodging and running away, but it’s not enough for my plan.

    Better if I control it directly for now.

    I remembered the code for the communication device I saw earlier.

    I applied it to the drone so it could communicate with me.

    For now, it only moves when it gets my signal.

    Just then, the caravan stopped.

    The sun was already setting.

    “We’ll rest here for the night,” the caravan crew said, setting up camp in the desert.

    Dinner was dried jerky and hard grain blocks.

    They wanted to carry as much as possible by reducing food volume.

    
      “This grain brick tastes awful and is so dry.”
    

    
      “When we get to the kingdom, I’m drinking warm soup first.”
    

    
      “I want something sweet.”
    

    I heard their complaints, but I didn’t mind.

    I believe food only needs to give you the nutrients you need.

    This meal had carbs and protein balanced well enough.

    Sure, some vegetables would be better, but it was okay.

    Also, since I don’t like complicated meals, having just jerky and grain blocks was easy for me.

    With my extra brain space, I could finish working on the drone code too.

    I chewed the jerky and fixed the drone’s code.

    
      “Just need to remove the debug codes.”
    

    Done!

    I managed to finish it before sunset, just like I planned.

    “Ah, you’re here,” said the caravan leader and captain as they found me eating quietly in a corner.

    No problem, I was done focusing on the hard part.

    Now only testing remained.

    I tapped the drone to wake it up.

    The caravan leader flinched, but the drone didn’t react oddly.

    
      “Is it broken?”
    

    “No,” I said and made the drone move.

    Flap flap! Its wings unfolded, and it floated.

    Left, right, diagonal good, it moved well.

    Then I sent it high into the air.

    
      “Hey! Hey! Are you gonna lose it?”
    

    
      “It’s okay. I’m controlling it. Watch this.”
    

    I made the drone fly a perfect circle high in the sky.

    “What is that?” someone muttered.

    But that wasn’t all.

    I wasn’t making this just for fun.

    I added one more magic to it

    The magic from Crow’s emblem.

    
      [Third Eye]
    

    As I activated the magic, my vision briefly went black.

    
      “Whoa!”
    

    Even though I got startled, I was high up.

    Below, the desert looked tiny, and the sky felt closer.

    But I didn’t fall because I was just seeing through the drone’s eyes.

    “It works well,” I thought, feeling satisfied.

    Now I could scout places high up or enter spaces I couldn’t go into myself.

    The only problem was that I got a bit dizzy and felt motion sickness.

    Just as I was about to stop using the drone’s view, I spotted something far away.

    Not just one, but two, three, four..

    
      “Are they the caravan’s guards?”
    

    No, their clothes were different.

    While our soldiers wore heavy armor, these people were wrapped in wide cloth.

    
      “Those are!”
    

    I quickly stopped the drone’s view and reported to the caravan leader and captain.

    
      “There are suspicious people near our camp.”
    

    
      “What do you mean?”
    

    The leader looked confused but grabbed the captain’s arm and said,

    
      “Send scouts right away.”
    

    
      “Wait.”
    

    That can’t happen.

    
      “I think those are scouts from a bandit group.”
    

    
      “Then we should catch them, right?”
    

    
      “No, we should let them go.”
    

    
      “What?!”
    

    The leader’s eyes went wide in disbelief.

    Then the captain spoke.

    
      “The wizard is right, leader.”
    

    He asked me seriously,

    
      “How did you find them?”
    

    No reason to hide it.

    I pointed up and said,

    
      “I’m sharing the drone’s view through magic.”
    

    The captain was silent for a moment but then asked,

    
      “Where exactly were they?”
    

    I answered honestly,

    
      “Four of them were on the northern ridge, watching us through something like binoculars. Their clothes were.”
    

    “That’s enough. Bandit scouts,” he nodded.

    
      “If we catch them, it’ll alert the bandits that we know.”
    

    “Alert?” the leader understood.

    
      “So we let the scouts go on purpose and didn't show that we noticed. Then they’ll think we don’t know.”
    

    
      “Exactly.”
    

    The captain smiled proudly.

    
      “They’ll likely attack late tonight, thinking we’re unaware. We just prepare properly and welcome them.”
    

    
      “That’s clever! You’re amazing!”
    

    
      “Not really”
    

    The captain turned to me.

    
      “Wizard, you’re sharp. After the sandworm fight, I knew you were good at combat, but your strategic thinking surprised me.”
    

    I felt a little shy.

    It’s not my skill, just knowledge from playing games.

    
      “I’ll get the soldiers ready.”
    

    The captain bowed to the leader and me and left.

    Now we just had to wait until night.

    
      Later that night,
    

    A big full moon brightly lit the desert.

    I wondered if the moon was actually made or just an illusion.

    Medieval people thought stars and the moon were stuck to the sky like a ceiling, an old theory now disproved but still accepted in games.

    Since it’s hard to create a real sky, game developers paint it like a cave ceiling.

    The technology got so good now you can’t tell the difference from the real sky just like now.

    I had no way to test it, so I looked back to the caravan camp.

    Everything was quiet.

    Everyone pretended to rest, ready for the enemy.

    Only the occasional squeak of desert mice broke the silence.

    
      “Huh?”
    

    Suddenly, I heard the sound of sand shifting.

    As I raised my guard, a soldier peeked into the tent.

    
      “Captain! Enemies spotted on the east ridge!”
    

    
      “How many?”
    

    
      “About thirty!”
    

    The captain’s face changed.

    
      “Only thirty?”
    

    That was expected.

    The caravan had over 60 soldiers, 30 mercenaries and 30 regular troops.

    Even without me and the captain who knew magic, 30 bandits were not a big threat.

    
      “Two possibilities. Either they’re stupid, or...”
    

    
      “They’re trying to scout us.”
    

    If it’s the latter, that’s bad.

    They wouldn’t attack immediately but try to test us first, which means they’re confident about their main force.

    The problem is, that seems more likely.

    They already sent scouts, so they’re planning carefully.

    
      “Wizard, you shouldn’t fight this one.”
    

    
      “Agreed.”
    

    We don’t want to show our full strength yet.

    Better save Mana for a bigger threat that might come later.

    
      “Then we don’t have to wait silently anymore.”
    

    The captain grabbed his sword and stood up.

    
      “Let’s see what these idiots can do. I hope it’s just thirty morons.”
    

    Like a true desert warrior, he wasn’t optimistic.

    
      “Let’s save our strength as much as possible.”
    

    I followed him out and looked toward the east, where the moon hung high in the sky.

    Below it, a group of people approached.

    
      “Are they coming openly?”
    

    They were wrapped in cloth the same color as sand, but instead of sneaking quietly, they were running together in a big group.

    
      “The same plan that sent scouts?”
    

    Something about their behavior seemed off.

    The captain ordered,

    
      “There’s probably a main force nearby! Stay defensive and conserve strength!”
    

    
      “Yes, sir!”
    

    The caravan quickly formed ranks.

    Thirty mercenaries in front, thirty regular soldiers behind double the enemy’s numbers.

    All eyes focused on the east, watching the approaching bandits.

    As the enemies got closer, their clothes and weapons became clear.

    One mercenary snorted,

    
      “Hey, what’s that guy holding? A cactus?”
    

    
      “That thing is his weapon? It’d hurt if it poked me, haha!”
    

    The mercenaries laughed.

    Suddenly, the captain shouted,

    
      “Fall back!”
    

    The elite soldiers moved back all at once.

    The mercenaries looked confused.

    
      “Why the sudden retreat?”
    

    
      “What’s so scary about those guys?”
    

    But soon the bandits got close enough for eye contact.

    
      “Wait, that guy’s eyes are weird!”
    

    One mercenary swung his sword at a bandit rushing at him.

    The blade cut deep into the bandit’s shoulder.

    The bandit’s arm fell off without any reaction.

    
      “What? No big deal?”
    

    The mercenary laughed and said,

    
      “Hey! Just take ‘em all down!”
    

    Then suddenly,

    
      “Huh? What?!”
    

    Even after losing an arm, the bandit stayed calm and charged like a beast, biting the mercenary’s neck.

    
      “Aah!”
    

    Blood spurted from the wound.

    
      “It’s a monster!”
    

    
      “Run!”
    

    The mercenaries ran for their lives.

    But I knew the truth.

    Those weren’t monsters.

    
      “These guys are on drugs!”
    

    
      

      

    

  

    
      Episode 22 — The Attack (2)
    

    
      

    

    “Archers, fire!”

    Following the captain’s order, the archers in the back row fired their arrows all at once.

    Thousands of arrows flew at the bandits.

    
      Thud! Thud! Thud!
    

    Arrows pierced thighs, shoulders, and stomachs.

    But the bandits didn’t stop. They didn’t even seem to notice the arrows stuck in them.

    Of course they were drugged and probably didn’t feel any pain.

    I realized this because I’m a player of the Terracia Chronicles game and had spent a lot of time in the community not missing even small details.

    
      “Brown Mane Bandits, those damn bastards.”
    

    Post: “It was supposed to be a small raid, so I let my guard down. What the hell? These crazy guys roll around and bite even after losing limbs. Our caravan was destroyed and I got lost in the desert, damn it.”

    
      Comments:
    

    Everyone who knew about the Brown Mane Bandits already knew they drugged prisoners from caravans to attack other caravans.

    
      “Disgusting.”
    

    Reading that on the forum was one thing, but facing it in the game made my stomach twist with hatred.

    Still, I forced down my feelings.

    I couldn’t solve this with emotions alone.

    What I had to do now was the opposite of what I felt.

    
      “I have to take them all down.”
    

    Sorry, but I had a duty to protect the caravan.

    Besides, even without me, those guys were doomed anyway.

    I recalled what the drug did.

    
      “It paralyzes reason and increases aggression. Boosts physical strength and vitality temporarily. But side effects? Cardiac arrest.”
    

    They didn’t seem to feel pain now, but I had seen their deaths in the game and it was painful.

    So maybe, dying painlessly now would be better for them.

    After thinking this through logically, I aimed at my staff.

    Unlike other wizards, I didn’t have to chant or draw complicated magic circles.

    All I had to do was think of the start command for the code I had prepared.

    But somehow, I couldn’t complete the floating, fragmented start command in my head.

    
      “Why...?”
    

    Only a few seconds passed, but it felt like an eternity.

    I noticed my hand holding the staff was trembling.

    Suddenly, the metal staff felt like the grip of a gun I once held in the military.

    
      “Wait. have I ever killed anyone before?”
    

    It made sense.

    In modern-day South Korea, murder was something too heavy even to mention.

    But not in this world.

    Here, killing and dying were treated lightly.

    From the first moment I opened my eyes in the Colosseum, people were dying of goblins, and the crowd watched for fun.

    I didn’t care much about that.

    I was even ready to adapt to this world.

    If necessary, I would kill.

    But I thought if I set clear rules about when killing is necessary and when it isn’t, things would be fine.

    Still, even now, in a situation where killing seemed inevitable, I hesitated.

    
      “Act rationally. Don’t let baseless feelings control you.”
    

    I tried hard to cast the spell, but only black smoke seemed to fill my mind.

    “Wizard!”

    A voice snapped me back.

    It was the captain.

    He had drawn his sword and was running forward.

    Something flickered around his sword.

    
      “That’s...”
    

    Before I could look properly, the voice came again.

    “Just tie their feet up!”

    Tie their feet?

    I looked up and saw the enemies had gotten dangerously close.

    Even the mercenaries and elite soldiers had retreated to where I was.

    Yet we were just about to clash.

    
      “When did they get this close?!”
    

    There was no time to waste.

    If the enemies mixed with our soldiers, the chaos would be unstoppable!

    I still wasn’t ready to shoot at people.

    But the moment I decided to save my comrades, the start command came out smoothly.

    [Earth Wall]

    From beneath the desert sand, rocks shot up.

    The drugged enemies didn’t notice at all.

    “What the hell are those things?”

    “Why is everyone suddenly falling?”

    Buying time, I shouted to the captain.

    “Captain! They’re not monsters! They’re prisoners under the drug’s effect!”

    “What...?”

    His face twisted when he heard that, but then he returned to his cold, sharp expression.

    “Does it matter?”

    He was already used to pulling the trigger.

    I wasn’t trying to save them.

    I just wanted to tell him their weakness.

    “You have to cut their necks! Or pierce their hearts!”

    Helping without getting blood on my hands was fine.

    Cowardly? I don’t care. It’s the truth.

    The captain gave a thumbs-up.

    “I’ll try!”

    He charged, swinging his sword.

    The aura around his sword stretched to almost three times its length.

    
      Slash!
    

    A group of bandits’ heads flew off.

    
      “Whoa!”
    

    It was powerful!

    Though I’d doubted it before, seeing it with my own eyes made me sure.

    The captain frowned and wrapped the aura around his sword again.

    
      Swish!
    

    Following the crescent-shaped path of his blade, glowing particles scattered.

    I thought I saw code in them for a moment.

    But when I blinked, it was gone.

    My brain tingled.

    Did I see that?

    I quickly searched the game for knowledge about aura and connected it to what I’d learned here.

    Meanwhile, the captain kept slicing heads off one by one.

    But the drugged prisoners, lacking reason and fear, kept rushing him.

    
      Huff...
    

    Only after cutting the last one’s head did he exhale.

    “Captain!”

    “What? Did you kill all those enemies alone?”

    “Are you okay?”

    The caravan soldiers ran to him.

    Then

    
      “Huh?”
    

    Something caught my eye behind the captain.

    
      “...!”
    

    A bandit holding a broken sword was crawling toward him.

    [Magic Arrow]

    I didn’t think much before casting.

    The start command left my mouth reflexively, and the spell fired.

    
      Pew!
    

    A sharp magical arrow pierced the bandit’s heart.

    
      Thud!
    

    Finally, the prisoner truly died.

    The captain looked a little surprised and glanced at me.

    He seemed to say something, but I couldn’t hear it.

    The noisy sounds around us gradually quieted down, and my vision focused on the dead prisoner pierced in the chest by my magic.

    
      “So I killed someone.”
    

    I killed a person with my own hands.

    No matter how much they tried to hurt us, no matter their fate, they were just drugged prisoners, not true enemies.

    Like how people got numb to killing after guns were invented, maybe magic’s touch didn’t feel real to me.

    I felt strangely indifferent.

    But. then, what should I feel?

    I was just passing through the desert looking for ancient magic and got attacked and fought back.

    I don’t know.

    But one thing was clear.

    The fault wasn’t mine or theirs, but the ones who gave them that drug.

    
      “Brown Mane Bandits.”
    

    The attack wasn’t over. Their main force was still strong.

    Right now, it was more important to prepare for them than to feel anything.

    Thinking this, I forced myself to look away from the dead bodies.

    
      “Huh? Wait. Code?”
    

    Blood was flowing from the hole in the dead prisoner’s chest, but it wasn’t just blood.

    Among the hot blood wetting the sand, fragments of code mixed in.

    
      “What is this...?”
    

    Just a small piece of code.

    But the fact that it was mixed with the blood told me something true.

    
      “Was magic involved in that drug?”
    

    At that moment, I looked up at the sky.

    A desert hawk circled above in the moonlight.

    I saw the faint magic I felt from it disappear.

    
      “Right, there was a mage with them.”
    

    What if that ‘drug’ was made by magic?

    I gritted my teeth.

    If I had known this earlier, maybe I could’ve saved the prisoners instead of killing them.

    No, that was too much self-blame.

    Even if I had known, I couldn’t have fought the prisoners rushing in without reason while analyzing the code fragments to find a counter.

    And more than that, it already happened.

    The past can’t be changed.

    Even the ancient magic of Terracia Chronicles, which made impossible things possible, couldn’t change this.

    Players only get to restart quickly or move forward.

    I can’t restart.

    So there’s only one choice left.

    
      “Next time, I won’t go down without a fight.”
    

    I steeled myself and began searching the headless bodies for more code fragments.

    Deep underground in the Brown Mane Bandits’ base, in a damp cave with flowing groundwater despite the desert above, an old man’s eyes snapped open.

    “Eek!”

    The old man’s name was Parco.

    He had just hurriedly cut off the ‘Third Eye’ spell he placed on the desert hawk.

    
      “Did that young wizard just see me?”
    

    He recalled the young mage who had looked him in the eyes.

    Cold sweat ran down his body.

    But he shook his head.

    
      “No, no, it was just a coincidence.”
    

    He must have just looked up at the sky by chance.

    Thinking that, he stood and headed toward the boss’s room.

    To report the recent battle.

    
      

      

    

  

    
      Chapter 23: The Dark Mage (1)
    

    
      

    

    On the way to the boss’s room, the brown-maned bandits were laughing, shouting, and even fighting each other. But whenever they saw Parco, they quietly stepped back.

    Parco looked like an old wrinkled face, bent back, nothing special about his appearance. But no one in this bandit group dared to ignore him.

    He was a mage, and that meant power.

    There was only one person in this gang who wasn’t afraid of him.

    
      Knock knock
    

    Parco knocked on the door and called out,

    “Boss, it’s Parco.”

    The door opened. He met the eyes of a young woman who had been captured before. She wore almost nothing, barely covered. The moment their eyes met, she looked down, terrified.

    Parco didn’t plan to hurt her.

    He shifted his gaze to the bed where the boss sat. The young brown-maned boss sat on the edge of the bed, shirtless and muscular, with two women beside him.

    “Parco, what is it?” the boss asked, clearly annoyed, probably because he was being interrupted.

    “The raid you ordered is finished.”

    “Oh, right! How did it go?”

    Parco told the boss everything without leaving anything out.

    The boss’s face hardened.

    “So there was a warrior using Aura and a mage on the caravan’s side?”

    “Yes.”

    “And our drugged prisoners were wiped out, and we didn’t hurt them at all?”

    “Not completely. A few were injured”

    “But they were just useless mercenaries anyway.”

    The boss cut him off, making Parco a bit annoyed. The mage had made the smart call to retreat at the right time and use magic to stop the prisoners. Normally, their drugs would make prisoners attack and cause chaos, but this time it didn’t happen.

    Parco kept his frustration inside and just gave his opinion:

    “We can’t rely only on prisoners. We have to send in members ourselves, and you, boss, have to face the aura-using knight.”

    But the boss refused.

    “That’s not going to happen.”

    “Excuse me?”

    “What about the mage? Can you beat that mage?”

    The boss looked Parco up and down with clear doubt.

    Parco knew that look well.

    He was always the slowest mage among others.

    While others learned the first circle magic in half a year, it took him a year. The second circle took him seven years instead of three. The third circle? He spent twenty years on it.

    By the time he finally reached the third circle, he was in his late 40s. Most reached it in their late 20s or early 30s, but everyone still congratulated him.

    Even after six years trying the second circle and 19 years on the third, many told him to give up. But he never did.

    Even the tower’s master called him a "slow genius" because of his persistence.

    Once he reached the third circle, he started aiming for the fourth. The fourth circle was the realm that only the talented could reach, and most gave up after a few years.

    But Parco believed if he just kept trying, no matter how long it took, he would make it. He believed he could become a great mage someday.

    So, he tried to solve the problem of time by trying to extend his life.

    He began studying dark magic. Anything to stop his body from aging and to warm the fading life inside him.

    He sneaked out every night to buy slaves for experiments at the black market. He gathered forbidden magical materials from many places.

    But no matter how hard he tried, he made no progress.

    All he created was a drug that gave vitality but made the mind numb and that drug killed the test subjects in hours.

    He was trying to find the secret to immortality but ended up making a deadly poison.

    Meanwhile, his family had a real genius nephew who reached the third circle in only five years and was now challenging the fourth at a very young age.

    The nephew often came to nag him:

    “Uncle, when will you stop embarrassing the family?”

    “Have you tried the spell I told you about? No? How will you reach the fourth circle not even knowing that?”

    “Are you going to get married? Do you even have a girlfriend?”

    Parco heard the hatred and contempt in his nephew’s eyes but made weak excuses because he didn’t want to fight the young guy.

    He just thought, “Once I reach the fourth circle, he won’t say anything.”

    One day, while in his secret lab checking on test subjects, the nephew appeared behind him, hiding his presence with magic.

    “You…” Parco was shocked.

    The nephew threatened him coldly:

    “What if I tell the tower or the family about this?”

    Parco tried to make excuses but the nephew pressed on:

    “People will look at you differently. What about your ‘slow genius’ title?”

    “Does that even make sense? Slow means stupid, not genius.”

    Then Parco saw the syringe in his nephew’s hand.

    Without hesitation, Parco injected it into the nephew.

    “Uncle?”

    Parco never forgot the fear in his nephew’s wide eyes and small pupils the first time he saw fear instead of hatred.

    He laughed then.

    When the family searched for the missing genius and found him as a monster in Parco’s lab.

    When the tower judged and expelled him.

    He laughed because now people looked at him differently.

    “People say I made my nephew a monster out of jealousy.”

    “They say I kidnapped people and secretly researched dark magic.”

    “This could have been me.”

    Everyone feared him!

    Though they hid it with contempt and hatred, Parco could read their fear beneath it.

    “Why are you suddenly laughing?”

    Even now, no matter how much they tried to ignore him, he knew the boss was afraid of him.

    “I can win. You might have forgotten, but I learned dark magic. Even if the enemy is a fourth circle, if they’re careless, I can kill them in a moment.”

    “…”

    “Or are you afraid, boss? Can you beat that aura knight?”

    At that moment, the boss grabbed his sword and stood up from the bed.

    “Parco!”

    The voice got louder, but Parco smiled more.

    The louder they shout, the more scared they are.

    “Are you planning to kill me?”

    “Why? You think you can’t?”

    “Yes, without me, there’s no immortality research.”

    The boss couldn’t kill him; immortality research could only be done by Parco. The boss wanted to keep him alive.

    But then—thunk!

    The boss’s sword stabbed Parco’s shoulder.

    “You’re mistaken if you think immortality is possible.”

    “What?”

    “Maybe it’s possible, but not by someone like you!”

    The boss pulled out the sword roughly.

    “You’re clueless! Go back and keep making drugs! That’s your only value.”

    Blood poured from the wound. It hurt, but since being kicked out of the tower, Parco was used to this kind of pain.

    Instead, a drugged pleasure filled his mind.

    The boss’s face twisted.

    “Why are you still smiling?”

    Parco felt joy.

    Even if he pretended not to, he loved watching their terrified struggle how their hateful looks changed to fear.

    “Just a little more just a little more!”

    He wanted to see that twisted face a bit longer. But

    “Is this the end?”

    The boss raised the sword to strike his neck.

    Before the sword swung, Parco rolled up his sleeve.

    Dark red tattoos covered his arm, filled with the life force of his victims.

    He used that life force to cast a stored spell.

    
      [Dark Mist]
    

    Dark, murky fog flowed from Parco’s arm.

    “Ugh!”

    The mist entered every hole on the boss’s face, eyes, nose, mouth.

    
      Thud!
    

    The boss’s big body collapsed helplessly on the floor.

    Seeing the clear terror on his face, Parco shivered.

    “Ah, I did it again.”

    It wasn’t the first time.

    He had been killed many times before and was wanted, chased to this desert.

    “But I can’t stand their contempt.”

    Still, this time he thought he held back quite a bit.

    Thanks to that, the taste wasn’t bad.

    But something felt incomplete.

    Maybe because the main course was still coming.

    He looked away from the unconscious boss and noticed the terrified gazes of the captive women.

    Well, they weren’t bad either.

    Just a side dish. The main dish was different.

    “That mage.”

    The young mage from the caravan.

    He hadn’t gotten a good look but guessed the image was a third circle.

    So young too!

    But above all, that gaze!

    That gaze that even made Parco break out in cold sweat for a moment full of deep hatred.

    He didn’t know if that mage noticed him or not.

    But the hatred was aimed at Parco.

    “That must feel good. Just like last time.”

    Parco started stroking the boss’s body again, not even noticing the drool dripping down.

    
      

      

      

    

  

    
      Episode 24: The Dark Mage (2)
    

    
      

      

    

    “...Sir?”

    “......”

    “Sir, the mage!”

    I raised my head from the corpse I was examining.

    The captain was looking down at me.

    “Are we under attack?” I asked.

    “No,” he replied, “It’s morning now.”

    The sky was turning red and dawn had come.

    “Then we should move soon,” I said.

    There was no attack during the night. That meant one of two things:

    They either gave up or they’re planning to strike again tonight.

    
      ‘They have the advantage of choosing when to attack. They wouldn’t risk being spotted in daylight.’
    

    The captain nodded in agreement. Then he asked with concern:

    “Are you alright, Mage?”

    “What do you mean?”

    “You were examining the bodies all night, right?”

    Ah, the magic code I was collecting from the corpses.

    
      ‘Hmm’
    

    I checked the code I had gathered.

    It wasn’t perfect, but I had taken everything I could.

    “This should be enough,” I said.

    “That’s good. Then please return to the merchant’s carriage.”

    I followed his instructions and walked back—but I could hear groaning from nearby.

    “Ow I’m dying here.”

    “Hey, stay awake! Don’t fall asleep now.”

    I looked toward the voices and locked eyes with two soldiers.

    They quickly looked away.

    
      ‘Weird…’
    

    I reached the carriage. Its windows were covered with thick curtains.

    When I knocked, the curtain lifted slightly, and I saw the merchant’s eyes.

    
      Click!
    

    The door opened, and his anxious voice spilled out.

    “Mage! Thank goodness you’re okay!”

    “Well, I was in the rear the whole time.”

    “Still! I was hiding inside this thing the entire fight!”

    Well, it's not like the merchant could fight anyway, so it didn’t matter.

    I sat down. The merchant, though he hid inside, seemed to know everything that happened.

    “Those bastards inject drugs into prisoners like that. Monsters!”

    He cursed the bandits for a while before asking:

    “By the way, I heard you examined the corpses for hours. Are you alright?”

    I remembered the soldiers’ reactions earlier.

    Now I understood why they looked at me strangely, digging through corpses for hours wasn’t exactly normal.

    But I said calmly, “I’m fine. It was something that needed to be done.”

    “Needed? Why?”

    “The drug they used on the prisoner contained magic.”

    “What!?”

    I opened the magical code floating in front of me gathered from the corpses.

    “It was a filthy kind of magic.”

    “Exactly! Anyone who uses that on people is scum!”

    The merchant started ranting again.

    But when I said “filthy,” I didn’t mean morally I meant the code was messy.

    It was sloppy. Unorganized. Full of useless junk. Important parts were vague or just wrong.

    Even my rookie co-worker who used to get yelled at for his code would never write something this bad.

    But I couldn’t explain that to the merchant.

    Once his complaining died down, I added:

    “But there was something strange in the code.”

    This part was the real deal.

    “The magic didn’t use mana.”

    “Huh? That’s impossible. All magic uses mana.”

    “Not this one. There’s one kind of magic that doesn’t.”

    “What kind?” the merchant asked nervously.

    “Dark magic.”

    The merchant’s face went pale.

    “D-Dark magic?!”

    “Yes. Dark magic doesn’t use mana, it drains life force instead.”

    That’s both its greatest strength and worst weakness.

    You can use powerful magic beyond your level but you shorten your life.

    And to avoid that cost, some dark mages started using other people’s life force.

    Worse, they didn’t see it as a “price to pay” they saw it as power.

    That’s how some dark mages became mass murderers.

    “No, not a dark mage! Why did it have to be a dark mage?!” the merchant groaned.

    His fear made sense. Most dark mages are dangerous criminals.

    But

    
      ‘In the end, it’s still just code.’
    

    To me, even dark magic looks the same as regular magic—it’s all code.

    That means, maybe… just like last time, I can disable it.

    Back then, I broke through a magical barrier using a “malware” code.

    This time, maybe I can create a kind of vaccine to free the prisoners.

    But there was a problem.

    
      ‘The code I have isn’t enough.’
    

    I pieced it together from fragments, so there are holes everywhere.

    I can’t figure out the details, especially the weakness.

    
      ‘If I don’t find the flaw, I can’t interfere with the spell.’
    

    I can write something that might counter the magic but finding the vulnerability?

    That’s like answering a test question from a topic you’ve never studied using logic alone.

    Not impossible.

    So I dove back into the code.

    The carriage traveled on.

    The merchant peeked through the curtain often, letting sunlight flash inside.

    The bumps in the road made me feel sick, and sleepiness from last night hit hard.

    Still, I kept reading the code.

    No breakthroughs yet but I hadn’t given up.

    Then—THUD!

    The carriage suddenly stopped.

    The merchant turned completely pale.

    “Wh-What is it?!”

    Was it an attack?

    But outside there was no chaos.

    Then someone knocked.

    “Merchant! Sir!”

    It was the captain.

    “What happened?”

    “One of our men fainted from exhaustion and fell off his horse.”

    “Th-Then hurry and get him back on! We have to keep moving!”

    The captain shook his head.

    “It’s not just one. Many are too tired to continue.”

    I had been so focused on the code, I didn’t notice how exhausted everyone else was.

    “We should rest for a bit. We’ve already gained some distance from danger, and it’s likely the next attack will come at night.”

    It made sense.

    “Hmm I suppose we have no choice,” the merchant finally agreed.

    “Thank you, sir. You should rest too.”

    “What about you?”

    “I’ll stay awake. I’ve gone three days without sleep before during training.”

    The merchant nodded and immediately passed out he was more tired than he let on.

    I carefully left the carriage so I wouldn’t wake him.

    “Mage? You should rest too.”

    “I will. But first, I need to check something.”

    Even if resting was the best choice I still felt uneasy.

    I looked around at the soldiers.

    “So tired I’m going to di”

    “If I sleep now, I’ll never wake up”

    They collapsed into the shade, too tired to move.

    
      ‘Isn’t this the most dangerous time?’
    

    I hoped I was wrong.

    I sent out a drone and scanned the desert.

    Nothing unusual…

    Until I noticed something.

    
      ‘Wait is that moving?’
    

    Wavy lines in the sand patterns moved, even though there was no wind.

    And those patterns were heading straight for us.

    I cut the drone feed and yelled:

    “We’re under attack!”

    Suddenly, sand exploded from the side of our camp.

    From beneath it, enemies in desert-colored clothes jumped out.

    
      ‘It’s the main force!’
    

    This wasn’t like the prisoners these were the real bandits.

    They were charged with sickle-like weapons.

    “What the—!?”

    “They’re real!?”

    Thanks to my early warning, the soldiers had just enough time to react.

    Some even fought back.

    One stabbed a bandit in the stomach

    “What?!”

    But the bandit kept moving with the sword still inside him!

    He shoved himself closer, deeper onto the blade.

    “AHHH! A monster!!”

    The soldier panicked and ran.

    It was happening everywhere, bandits with swords stuck in them, still moving.

    
      ‘They’re using drugs?!’
    

    But this didn’t make sense.

    Why would the main force of the bandits take suicidal drugs?

    Then—SLASH!

    A sword aura cut a charging bandit in half.

    “Mage!”

    The captain appeared, slicing down more enemies.

    Right. Focus.

    Now’s not the time to think fight.

    
      [Magic Arrow!]
    

    A glowing arrow shot through a bandit’s heart.

    This time, I didn’t hesitate to use magic.

    With the captain’s sword aura and my magic, we quickly turned the battle around.

    If this keeps up

    
      BOOM!
    

    
      ‘What was that?!’
    

    
      BOOM. BOOM. BOOM.
    

    The ground shook. I turned toward the sound.

    There it was.

    A massive figure, stomping toward us.

    Muscles bulging, face wild and twisted, drooling as he ran.

    
      ‘That guy’
    

    I remembered him. The boss of the Brown-Mane Bandits.

    But now, his eyes were empty and mad.

    The only one missing from the enemy ranks until now

    
      ‘The dark mage! He’s controlling all of them!’
    

    
      

      

    

  

    
      Episode 25 – The Dark Mage (3)
    

    
      

    

    
      [Earth Wall!]
    

    With a loud boom, a stone wall rose from the ground.

    But the enemy kicked it once and

    
      SMASH!
    

    it broke like paper.

    
      Me (thinking):
    

    
      "What the hell?! Was he always this strong?"
    

    No, something’s off. Even if he's taken some drug to increase his strength, this is way beyond what the other bandits showed.

    
      Me (thinking):
    

    
      "He must have gone through some kind of 
      
        special modification
      
      !"
    

    Then

    
      Captain:
    

    “Everyone step back! I’ll handle this!”

    The captain charged forward, sword ready.

    The bandit boss, now completely lost in rage, roared like a beast.

    
      Boss:
    

    “RAAAARGH!!”

    The captain slashed

    A crescent-shaped aura blade flew toward the bandit’s neck.

    
      SLASH!
    

    The sharp energy sliced clean through.

    His head rolled on the ground.

    
      Me (thinking):
    

    
      "Good. No matter how strong his body is, if we cut off his hea—huh?!"
    

    But he didn’t fall.

    From the severed neck, red muscle fibers wriggled, rebuilding.

    
      SCHLRRRRP—!
    

    Muscle formed.

    Bones grew.

    Even the brain and face regenerated instantly!

    
      Me (thinking):
    

    
      "He grew back his head?!"
    

    Though the new head looked warped and twisted, it had eyes, a nose, and a mouth—just all in the wrong places.

    And then

    He charged again

    Straight at the captain!

    
      Captain:
    

    “Urgh!”

    The captain swung his sword, cutting off the boss's right arm.

    But again

    
      SQUELCH!
    

    It regrew. Twisted, huge, and terrifying.

    
      BOOM!
    

    The boss punched the captain’s full-plate armor like a car crash.

    The captain was sent flying into the sand.

    
      Me:
    

    “Captain!!”

    I tried to check on him, but

    
      Soldiers:
    

    “Aaargh!”

    “Please don’t kill me!”

    The boss rampaged, attacking soldiers like paper dolls.

    Bones snapped, and people screamed.

    
      Soldiers:
    

    “FIRE EVERYTHING!!”

    “Kill that monster!!”

    Arrows and spears rained down on him.

    Soon he looked like a walking pincushion.

    But he just kept moving.

    
      Me (thinking):
    

    
      "Damn it. Even the captain might be down. I need to do something but how?"
    

    We already knew:

    But wait.

    When I cut off his head, he paused for a moment.

    
      Me (thinking):
    

    
      "Maybe it wasn't painful. Maybe it was because he lost his 
      
        sight
      
      ?"
    

    But even if we blind him he’ll probably regrow his eyes soon.

    Then I noticed something

    The arrows in his body were still there.

    
      Me (thinking):
    

    
      "He didn’t regenerate around the arrows?"
    

    Aha!

    That means his code doesn’t handle foreign objects properly!

    Time to test it.

    I picked up two arrows from the ground. One was broken, but that was fine.

    I broke both arrow shafts, leaving only the sharp metal tips.

    Lighter = less mana use.

    
      [Magic Arrow!]
    

    I fired the arrow tips and charged with mana.

    
      FWOOOSH—!
    

    The glowing arrowheads sliced through the hot desert air…

    And hit the boss right in the eyes!

    
      Boss:
    

    “GRRAAAHH!!”

    It wasn’t pain, he was just blind again.

    And this time, his eyes weren’t regenerating!

    
      Me:
    

    “Now’s your chance! Attack him!”

    But nothing happened.

    The soldiers just stared in fear.

    
      Me (thinking):
    

    
      "Still frozen? Seriously?!"
    

    Then—

    
      Captain (from behind):
    

    “If we stab something in him, it won’t regenerate?”

    
      Me (surprised):
    

    “Captain? You’re okay?!”

    He removed his crushed armor, bloodied but standing.

    
      Captain:
    

    “Answer me.”

    
      Me:
    

    “Yes. If something is stuck in him, he can’t heal that spot!”

    The captain gave a dry smile.

    
      Captain:
    

    “So we can’t just slice him up… got it.”

    He sheathed his sword, grabbed two spears, and stepped forward.

    Then

    The boss shoved his fingers into his eye sockets, ripping out the arrows.

    Blood spurted out, but new eyeballs quickly grew back.

    
      Me (thinking):
    

    
      "Crap. He healed again!"
    

    I scanned around to find more projectiles

    But the captain moved first.

    With no armor, he was much faster.

    The boss threw a punch

    The captain dodged effortlessly and dashed in close.

    
      THWACK!
    

    A spear stabbed into the boss’s elbow.

    As the boss moved to remove it

    
      THWACK!
    

    Another spear hit his other elbow.

    
      Me (thinking):
    

    
      "He disabled both arms!"
    

    
      Captain:
    

    “Ian!”

    One of the soldiers threw him another spear.

    The captain snapped it in half, charging it with aura.

    
      CRACK! THUD!
    

    He stabbed each broken shaft into the boss’s knees.

    The monster fell.

    
      THUD!
    

    Now it could only twitch like a helpless baby.

    The captain drew his sword at last

    And drove it into the creature’s heart.

    
      STAB!
    

    The monster shuddered violently

    Then fell still.

    We all stood silent, watching carefully but it was over.

    
      Soldier (suddenly):
    

    “Wait, what's that dust?”

    
      Another soldier:
    

    “It’s it’s black?”

    
      Black dust?
    

    In the desert?

    That wasn’t right.

    I turned and looked

    Just like they said. A dark cloud of dust was floating toward us.

    Something was wrong.

    I looked closer

    And I saw the code.

    
      Me (thinking):
    

    
      "It’s magic! Hidden in the dust!"
    

    
      Me (shouting):
    

    “Hold your breath!”

    But not everyone reacted in time.

    Most of the caravan members breathed it in.

    
      Me (thinking):
    

    
      "Damn! What is this magic?!"
    

    The black dust finally cleared

    I rushed to the captain.

    
      Me:
    

    “Captain! Are you okay?!”

    
      Captain (coughing):
    

    “Cough! What just happened?”

    
      Me:
    

    “Did you breathe it in?”

    
      Captain:
    

    “A little. Not too much.”

    Just then

    
      Soldiers (panicking):
    

    “Ahh?! My body!”

    “It’s moving weird!”

    All around us, soldiers began twisting grotesquely.

    Their eyes lost focus. They turned to attack their allies.

    
      Me (thinking):
    

    
      "The dust it’s the same 
      
        drug
      
       the boss used!"
    

    I looked around—

    Too many had inhaled it.

    
      Captain (shouting):
    

    “Wizard!”

    I turned.

    He held his sword backward and pointed at his chest.

    
      Captain:
    

    “Run…”

    He stabbed himself in the chest.

    
      Me (shocked):
    

    “Why?!”

    Then I saw his eyes

    They were glazed over. He had lost his mind.

    He had stabbed himself to protect us.

    But it wasn’t deep enough.

    Before he lost himself completely, he turned the blade outward

    Toward me.

    
      Me (thinking):
    

    
      "Crap!"
    

    I remembered his movements.

    One thing was clear

    If I fought him directly, I’d die.

    
      [Teleport!]
    

    I vanished from my spot, just barely escaping.

    Even then his blade almost reached me.

    I rubbed my neck. I could still feel the wind from the slash.

    No time to rest.

    He found me again.

    
      [Teleport!]
    

    Again I blinked away

    His blade sliced the air where I just stood.

    
      Me (thinking):
    

    
      "His attacks are easier to read now, but I can’t keep this up forever!"
    

    Even close-range teleport uses a lot of mana.

    And the others are struggling too.

    This can’t go on.

    
      Me (thinking):
    

    
      "I need something to break this loop."
    

    Then I saw it.

    The captain’s wound.

    Black blood oozing from his chest

    And within it, a piece of code.

    A vulnerable fragment.

    
      Me (thinking):
    

    
      "A weak point?!"
    

    Suddenly, everything clicked.

    One piece of working code stood out.

    I gave it a name

    
      [Vaccine!]
    

    A magical structure flew from my hand

    
      And struck the captain’s chest.
    

    
      Me (thinking):
    

    
      "It worked!"
    

    The captain froze

    His eyes cleared.

    
      He was back.
    

    
      

      

    

    
      

    

  

    
      Episode 26: The Magic Duel
    

    
      

    

    “Huff.. Huff What happened?”

    The captain had regained consciousness.

    That meant the vaccine was working!

    Main Character (MC): “Yes! Now I just need to spread it to everyone else!”

    But giving the vaccine one by one like with the captain would take too long.

    MC (thinking): “I need a way to deliver it to everyone at once.”

    Then, an idea struck me: Adeline's fireball spell!

    She had once used a massive fireball and split it into many smaller ones to attack multiple enemies.

    MC (thinking): “What if I used that method not to attack, but to distribute the vaccine?”

    I already had her spell saved in my code.

    I simply replaced the fireballs with the vaccine and increased the number of targets to about 60.

    MC: “No time to test.. I have to try it now.”

    I began the spell.

    
      [Vaccine_Distribute]
    

    As I cast the spell, the magical code turned into a magic circle and a glowing structure of mana rose into the air.

    It rose to a certain height, then stopped.

    Suddenly, it split into two pieces, four became eight until there were sixty-four glowing particles as small as raindrops.

    These tiny vaccine orbs rained down on the infected merchant soldiers.

    “Ah!”

    “W-What’s going on? Why am I?”

    As the vaccine soaked into their heads, their eyes cleared.

    MC (relieved): “It worked! I did it!”

    This time, I didn’t have to kill anyone.

    I saved them.

    MC (regretfully): “If only I had figured this out earlier.. Maybe I could’ve saved the others too..”

    
      Boom!
    

    Suddenly, someone kicked off the ground hard beside me it was the captain!

    He dashed off like a bullet, but soon he was tumbling on the sand.

    MC: “Captain!”

    I rushed to him.

    MC: “Are you okay?”

    Captain (grimacing): “Ugh.. I can’t let him get away. He’s on the eastern ridge!”

    MC (thinking): “Him? The dark mage!”

    Yes the black smoke had come from the eastern ridge.

    MC (determined): “I won’t let him escape!”

    If we let him go, who knows how many more victims there would be?

    Captain (yelling): “Wait! Don’t go alone”

    Too late.

    
      [Teleport]
    

    The scenery shifted, and I was now on the eastern ridge.

    MC (focused): “There he is.”

    The mage was gliding over the desert not running, but riding the sand like a wave.

    MC (calculating): “Half my mana is already gone”

    Attack spells took about 10%, the vaccine 10%, and teleportation nearly 30%.

    MC (thinking): “Even though I only teleported myself, space magic is expensive.”

    I quickly copied his spell code.

    
      [Sand Surfing]
    

    Magic flowed under my feet, and the sand started moving like a conveyor belt pushing me forward.

    It was a little hard to balance at first, but I got the hang of it.

    MC (frowning): “Too slow.”

    Since I just copied his spell exactly, my speed matched his. I needed more.

    MC (thinking): “This code is a mess. Let’s optimize it.”

    I edited the algorithm, cleaned it up, and rewrote the spell. Now I was faster without spending extra mana.

    The hot wind stung my cheeks, but I didn’t care.

    I was gaining on him.

    MC (thinking): “Almost within attack range..”

    Suddenly, he looked back and he saw me.

    MC (thinking): “Damn. He noticed.”

    But then he stopped running.

    MC (confused): “Why’d he stop?”

    I slowed too, cautious. I was in range, ready to attack. But I wanted to ask something first.

    MC: “Hey”

    Dark Mage: “Kahaha! Gutsy of you to follow me alone! Not bad!”

    Dark Mage: “You think I’m a joke? I was called a genius by the Tower Master himself!”

    MC (thinking): “Tower Master? Genius? Yeah, right. Not with this sloppy code.”

    Dark Mage: “Hey, what magic tower are you from?”

    MC: “I’m unaffiliated.”

    Dark Mage (laughing): “Figures! You must be some nobody! Let me tell you something”

    MC (thinking): “Can’t listen to this idiot anymore.”

    
      [Fire Lance]
    

    A flaming spear flew toward him.

    At first, I had wanted to ask why he used dark magic and why he took so many lives.

    But now, I understand.

    He just didn’t care.

    He killed people like a kid stomping ants.

    
      Boom!
    

    The lance hit his magic shield and cracked, but didn’t break.

    Dark Mage: “Rude brat. I’m talking here!”

    He rolled up his sleeve. His arm was covered in black-red tattoo-like runes.

    MC (thinking): “That’s a stockpile spell.”

    Some dark mages store spells in tattoos by sacrificing lives.

    MC (angrily): “How many people did you kill for that?”

    Dark Mage: “Kill? A few? You think a great spell like this needs just a few?!”

    MC (furious): “He’s insane..”

    Dark Mage: “I used every single one of them! Not a soul spared!”

    My blood boiled.

    MC (thinking): “So that’s why I didn’t see any prisoners. He killed them all.”

    MC (whispering): “You bastard..”

    Then, he raised his arm and cast a giant spell circle.

    MC (thinking): “If that spell goes off”

    It would summon a massive sandstorm, destroying everything nearby including the merchant group behind me.

    And I couldn’t interfere with a natural sandstorm, even with hacking.

    MC (thinking): “I have to stop it before it activates.”

    But I didn’t have time for a complex hack.

    Then an idea.

    MC (thinking): “Firing a spell takes too long but what if I just connect directly?”

    
      [Portal]
    

    I opened a tiny portal.

    Too small for even a bug, but big enough for mana to pass through.

    I reached through with both hands and started injecting malicious code into his spell circle.

    Some of it was rejected. But a few signals slipped in just enough.

    MC: “Let’s keep sending similar types.”

    I kept hammering his magic circle with mana signals.

    And finally.

    
      CRACK!
    

    His huge spell circle shattered, breaking apart with a scream of dark energy.

    Dark Mage: “W-What?!”

    MC: “Too late.”

    
      [Fire Lance]
    

    I launched another flaming spear this time, packed with a code exploit targeting his shield.

    
      CRASH!
    

    The shield shattered, the spear pierced him and exploded.

    A burning spear pierced his chest.

    His heart was roasting.

    Dark Mage (desperate): “No! I was supposed to become a great archmage!”

    He remembered all the people who laughed at him.

    His only goal had been to prove them wrong.

    Dark Mage (bitterly): “Why did I have to meet a freak like this”

    And that freak was just a kid.

    In desperation, he cast an unfinished immortality spell on himself.

    Dark Mage (screaming): “ARGHHHH!!”

    The pain was beyond anything he had ever felt his mind nearly snapped.

    But he endured it.

    He wanted to see their faces when he finally succeeded.

    He opened his eyes.

    Dark Mage (thinking): “Mock me. Laugh at me. Come on.”

    But the young mage wasn’t mocking him.

    He was quiet. Calm. Almost sympathetic.

    Dark Mage: “No Don’t look at me like that!”

    He remembered the day the Tower Master looked at him the same way—years ago.

    And then, the young mage spoke.

    MC: “This magic wasn’t bad.”

    A tear rolled down the dark mage’s cheek.

    MC: “If you had just focused on the basics instead of messing around. You could’ve been a decent mage.”

    Dark Mage (thinking, in tears): “All I needed was one word of praise.”

    But it was too late.

    The broken immortality spell failed and his heart exploded.

    He was gone.

    
      

      

    

    
      

    

  

    
      Episode 27 – Aura
    

    
      

    

    The fight with the Brown Mane Bandits ended once the black magician controlling them was killed.

    Ten mercenaries and six elite guards from the merchant group died.

    I stood there, watching as one of the wagons was cleared out to carry their bodies.

    The captain told me, “Considering how bad it could’ve been, we lost surprisingly few people.”

    The other surviving soldiers also came to thank me.

    But I still felt heavy inside.

    
      “If only I had been stronger”
    

    
      “If only I had completed the vaccine code sooner”
    

    Maybe I could’ve saved everyone.

    As I was lost in guilt, someone spoke.

    
      “Ah, our great mage!”
    

    It was the merchant leader.

    “What is it?” I asked.

    
      “I wanted to talk about the bandit leader and the black magician you dealt with.”
    

    
      “What about them?”
    

    
      “They had high bounties on their heads. If we take their heads as proof, we can collect a good reward from the Empire”
    

    “Do whatever you want.” I stood up, uninterested.

    Right now, I don’t care about money. I only cared about learning more magic and getting stronger.

    The merchant leader smiled politely. “Even so, I don’t feel right taking that reward. If you ever come to visit us in the northern Gail Territory, we’ll keep the bounty money safe for you.”

    
      “There’s no need”
    

    
      “Please don’t refuse. It belongs to you, not us. You earned it.”
    

    I gave in with a nod. “Alright.”

    He finally smiled warmly. “Thank you.”

    I didn’t know why he was thanking me, but once he left, I flew a drone into the sky.

    Not to keep watching this time, I wanted to figure out exactly where we were. It would be bad if we missed our destination.

    
      “We haven’t passed it yet I’ll skip the east. Let’s search west, then north and south.”
    

    But I found nothing. Soon, the drone’s magic power began to run low.

    
      “Hmm, still far. This is taking longer than expected.”
    

    Just as I turned the drone around, something strange caught my eye in the distance.

    
      “There it is!”
    

    I wanted to get closer, but the drone didn’t have enough magic left. Still, this was good enough.

    
      “Half a day more. I’ll get there before evening.”
    

    That also meant.

    
      “It’s almost time to say goodbye to this merchant group.”
    

    I looked around.

    I had protected them for days, but honestly, this group was strong. They could survive without me.

    Especially the captain. His strength was no joke.

    He was currently hammering dents out of his chest armor probably hit during the battle.

    The only reason he survived was because of the aura covering his body.

    
      “Captain.”
    

    
      “Oh, Mage. What brings you here?”
    

    
      “I think I’ll reach my destination by this evening.”
    

    He paused, a bit disappointed. “That’s too bad.”

    He stopped hammering and then put on his armor.

    “Isn’t that hot?” I asked.

    “Not as hot as a knight’s body in battle.” He smiled.

    Then added with a chuckle, “Just joking. This armor is made from a special metal only found in the north. It stays cool.”

    He gently brushed the remaining dents on his armor.

    
      “Besides, this armor was a gift from the merchant leader. I could never just leave it lying around.”
    

    That made me curious.

    
      “Then why are you working in a merchant group like this? A knight as strong as you could be working for a noble or the royal guard.”
    

    He laughed like he’d heard it a lot.

    
      “I get paid well.”
    

    “Paid well?” I frowned. It didn’t sound like him.

    He saw my expression and laughed again.

    
      “Alright, alright. I can’t lie to you. Would you come with me for a moment?”
    

    I nodded, curious.

    He led me to a small ridge overlooking the entire merchant group.

    
      “This is a good spot. Close enough to help if something happens.”
    

    He kept his eyes on the group and spoke seriously.

    
      “The merchant leader is planning a rebellion.”
    

    “What?!” That was unexpected.

    He quickly added, “Not the bloody kind. It’s more secret and sneaky.”

    
      “I don’t get it. What’s the plan?”
    

    
      “Have you heard of the Gail Territory?”
    

    I nodded. He had mentioned it earlier. I also knew about it from the game.

    
      “A cold, harsh land in the north.”
    

    
      “Exactly. The land only thaws three months out of the year. Even then, it turns into swamps, making farming nearly impossible. The only reason the place has survived is because of their blacksmithing skills. Even the Yellow Magic Tower came to learn from them once.”
    

    But then his face darkened.

    
      “The current lord is a fool. He gambled away all the wealth saved by his ancestors. When that wasn’t enough, he raised taxes. And when that still wasn’t enough, he locked up the craftsmen and started exploiting them.”
    

    Now it made sense.

    
      “You want to get rid of that lord.”
    

    
      “You’re sharp.”
    

    
      “But how? Even if you succeed in a rebellion, the emperor won’t just accept a new lord without reason.”
    

    He nodded.

    
      “That’s why the merchant leader is saving money like crazy.”
    

    
      “Money?”
    

    
      “The current lord can’t even pay taxes anymore. The Empire’s already disappointed in him. Our merchant group has secretly been paying his taxes for him. The idiot thinks we’re helping him, not realizing he’s tightening his noose.”
    

    I realized something then.

    Just like how magic and coding were my weapons, money was the merchant leader’s weapon.

    The captain continued:

    
      “We’re building trust through business. That’s the merchant leader’s way. Someday, when the time is right, we’ll make an offer.”
    

    His expression turned deadly serious.

    
      “The lord died in a tragic rebellion. But don’t worry the merchant leader stopped the rebellion. How about making him the new lord?”
    

    It wasn’t even a real aura. But just standing near him made my skin sting.

    He noticed and quickly apologized.

    
      “Sorry. I let out a bit of killing intent without meaning to.”
    

    “It’s alright.” I understood.

    This plan wasn’t born from greed. It was born from pain and duty. The merchant leader and the captain were probably from Gail.

    And I finally understood why the merchant leader thanked me earlier.

    
      “If I become more famous and openly work with them in the future, it could help them gain trust.”
    

    He was planning that far ahead.

    Still, I have one more question.

    
      “Why are you telling me all this?”
    

    I was just a traveler, passing by. What if I told the current lord everything?

    He smiled.

    
      “When I said I was in it for money, you frowned.”
    

    
      “That’s because I didn’t believe it. You didn’t seem like that kind of person.”
    

    
      “Exactly. And I don’t think 
      
        you
      
       are, either.”
    

    I wasn’t sure if that was true. Would I still do the right thing if dark magic was clouding my mind?

    I didn’t know. But I would do my best to avoid such a moment.

    And there was one thing I wanted to figure out.

    
      “Still I wouldn’t mind a little hush money.”
    

    The captain raised an eyebrow, surprised.

    
      “Like what?”
    

    
      “Could you show me your aura again?”
    

    I wanted to study it.

    When I saw it before, I noticed something code. Just like magic.

    If aura was also made of code then maybe I could use it too.

    He chuckled.

    
      “As hush money, that’s cheap. Sure.”
    

    He didn’t even draw his sword.

    He just took a stance, closed his eyes

    
      “Don’t miss this.”
    

    I focused my eyes on catching every bit of code.

    The shape of a sword shimmered around him.

    Lines of code began appearing around the aura.

    
      “What is this?”
    

    I couldn’t read it.

    
      “Encrypted?”
    

    No. It had no clear pattern. It was like random gibberish.

    Was it even code?

    Still, I copied everything I could.

    
      “Mage?”
    

    I blinked. The aura was gone.

    
      “Ah…”
    

    
      “Not enough?”
    

    “No, it’s plenty. But” I looked over my notes.

    
      “This is going to be a tough puzzle.”
    

    Maybe I’d need to compare it with other aura users later.

    
      “But?”
    

    
      “Never mind. It’s fine.”
    

    “Good.” He smiled.

    Looking back at the merchant group, he said,

    
      “Looks like they’re ready. Let’s go.”
    

    
      Yeah I’m ready too.
    

    I’d found my answers. I’d seen the aura.

    It was time to move forward.

    
      

      

    

    
      

    

  

    
      Episode 28: Helios (Part 1) 
    

    
      

    

    After getting back into the carriage, I looked out the window at the endless desert. I told the merchant leader that my destination wasn’t far now.

    But his expression was very different from the captain’s.

    Merchant Leader: “Excuse me Mage?”

    The captain had only looked a little sad, but the merchant leader looked very serious.

    Merchant Leader: “Is your destination the Helios Ruins, by any chance?”

    He seemed to know the desert well, so I wasn’t surprised that he figured it out.

    Me: “Yes.”

    I knew exactly what he was worried about. Still, I nodded.

    He swallowed hard, then asked again.

    Merchant Leader: “Then you must know what kind of place it is, right?”

    Me (calmly): “You mean the cursed ruins that 'eat people'?”

    Helios was the name of an ancient kingdom that once thrived. It suddenly appeared in the middle of what is now the Bahar Desert, growing rapidly and just as suddenly, it vanished.

    Many people had gone to search for treasures left in the ruins, but none of them ever returned. That’s why people call it the man-eating ruins.

    Merchant Leader: “You know all that and you're still going?”

    Me: “Yes.”

    He stayed silent for a long while, just staring at me. Then finally, he sighed and leaned back.

    Merchant Leader: “Haaah… Alright. Who am I to stop you?”

    He said that, but honestly, it didn’t seem like he ever intended to stop me. Maybe he understood me. After all, he was someone who had also risked the desert for something important.

    Merchant Leader: “Still, I’m curious about something.”

    Me: “What is it?”

    Merchant Leader: “Do you have a way to come back alive from there?”

    A realistic question.

    After all, the title “man-eating ruins” wasn’t just an exaggeration. Not one person had ever returned. Not even legendary adventurers or top-ranked mages.

    Me: “Not yet.”

    Merchant Leader: “Not yet?”

    Me (firmly): “But once I get there, I’ll find a way.”

    That was the most honest answer I could give. The only way I could escape was by using code. But I wouldn’t know the ruins’ code until I got there.

    I couldn’t explain all that to him. He wasn’t a mage. Even if he were, code wasn’t something many understood.

    Even so, he smiled as if my answer was enough.

    Merchant Leader: “I see.”

    Me: “Don’t you want me to explain more?”

    Merchant Leader (smirking): “Even if you did, I probably wouldn’t get it. Anyway”

    He pointed out the window.

    Merchant Leader: “We’re almost there.”

    Far off in the desert, I could see the broken shapes of ancient buildings.

    Me (thinking): We made it.

    It had been a long journey to reach this place.

    There were other ancient magics much closer than this one. But I chose this place. Because I knew the magic here was worth it.

    My heart began to race.

    Me: “I want to get off here.”

    Merchant Leader: “What? We can take you closer”

    Me: “The magic coming from the ruins might interfere with your magic tools.”

    Just like electronics get messed up by strong waves, magic tools can be affected by strong magical energy too. So technically, I wasn’t lying.

    But the real reason?

    Me (thinking): From here, it’s faster to ride my sandboard.

    If it were further away, I would’ve run out of mana. But from this distance, I could make it just fine.

    Yes, I should save mana. But right now, I wasn’t thinking straight.

    Whenever code was involved, I got like this. It didn’t matter how hot, cold, or hungry I was, I couldn't control my excitement.

    Like a kid in front of candy.

    The moment I mentioned magic tools, the merchant leader’s expression turned serious.

    He leaned out the window and shouted:

    Merchant Leader: “Stop! Everyone stop!”

    When the caravan halted, he let out a deep breath and sat down.

    Merchant Leader: “That was close. We’ll need to reroute next time.”

    Me: “Don’t worry. We’re still far enough from the ruins for it to be safe.”

    Merchant Leader: “Really?”

    He looked relieved. I stood up.

    Merchant Leader: “You’re getting off now?”

    Me: “Yes.”

    Merchant Leader: “Then wait a moment.”

    He stepped out of the carriage first and shouted:

    Merchant Leader: “Everyone off! Come say goodbye to the mage!”

    So much for a quiet departure.

    When I got out, the other merchants were already off their mounts, waiting.

    Me (thinking): This feels awkward.

    In stories and games, people always get emotional during goodbyes. But honestly, I just felt awkward.

    Merchant 1: “Thank you, Mage!”

    Merchant 2: “Stay safe!”

    They waved at me warmly.

    It was a bit much but I didn’t hate it.

    I gave a small nod in return.

    Then, as the merchant leader climbed back into the carriage, he called out:

    Merchant Leader: “Mage! Let me buy you a drink next time we meet!”

    I wasn’t a fan. Some people liked coding while tipsy, but I preferred a clear mind.

    Still, I nodded.

    Me (thinking): I’ll turn it down when the time comes.

    The caravan quickly packed up and started moving again.

    As the dust rose behind them, I saw someone at the front wave at me.

    It was the captain, wearing his shining armor even in the heat.

    I waved back.

    He had helped me a lot especially with his aura, which I wanted to study more in the future.

    But even beyond that, I just wanted to wave.

    Me (thinking): Strange feeling.

    Just moments ago, I was buzzing with excitement over code. Usually, that feeling wouldn’t go away so easily.

    But now, I feel calm. Almost too calm.

    The caravan got smaller and smaller, then disappeared beyond a dune.

    Everything went silent.

    The merchant leader’s chatter, the sound of armor gone.

    And I stood alone in the vast desert.

    Me (thinking): It’s so quiet…

    It felt like when a game’s audio suddenly glitches out. But this wasn’t a bug. This was real life.

    And still, it felt strange.

    Why did this silence feel so awkward?

    Me (thinking): I used to be fine with being alone…

    I had always been that way.

    In the past, people invited me for dinner or drinks after work. Sometimes even dates. But I refused them all.

    Why?

    Because I didn’t need them.

    Eating while working was efficient.

    Alcohol made thinking harder.

    Romance was just a hassle.

    Eventually, I only talked to one colleague who constantly asked for help.

    And I was fine with that life.

    I liked it. I was used to it.

    So why did I now feel so uncomfortable in this silence?

    As I pondered, one idea came to mind:

    Me (thinking): Maybe it’s in my genes.

    Genes are like the code of humans. And those genes are passed down from our ancestors.

    Maybe this “loneliness” I was feeling… was just an inherited code. Back then, people needed to stay in groups to survive.

    But is that code still useful today?

    I wasn’t so sure.

    Besides, emotions are just emotions. People have a reason. We don’t have to act like animals.

    We can choose to go beyond instinct.

    That’s what made people both difficult to understand and impressive at the same time.

    Me (thinking): Be rational. Think clearly.

    Do I need a group right now?

    If it were a team stronger than me, maybe. But that caravan?

    Me: They were just a ride.

    The captain was strong and interesting, sure. But his strength wouldn’t help me in the Helios ruins.

    There was no need to feel attached.

    
      Smack!
    

    I lightly slapped my cheek.

    The pain brought my focus back.

    Me (thinking): Ancient magic. That’s what I came for.

    Especially…

    Me (determined): Time Magic.

    That was the magic I came here to find.
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      "Time Magic"
    

    The reason I chose to study time magic was simple.

    
      Space magic alone isn’t enough.
    

    This world isn’t a still image frozen in one moment.

    Rivers change the land. The earth’s mantle moves and shapes continents.

    Mountains rise, canyons form, and life is born and dies.

    Everything is always changing.

    
      And that changes what time is.
    

    
      “If I can control time, not just space then I’ll truly understand this world.”
    

    There were many things I still needed to study,

    but space and time were the foundation of reality itself.

    
      “Besides, I find time magic more fascinating than space magic.”
    

    Time is still full of mystery  even though modern physics hasn’t fully explained it.

    Think of paradoxes, like time loops or changing the past.

    Movies and books give fun answers,

    but creating a working system is a whole other challenge.

    
      “I wonder how time magic works in this world?”
    

    Just thinking about it made my nerves tingle with excitement.

    
      “Let’s go find out.”
    

    I cast my spell.

    
      [Sand Surf]
    

    
      Shhhhhh—
    

    The sand beneath my feet moved like waves, pushing me forward fast.

    I gained speed, like a motorbike racing across the desert.

    Sand stung against my skin.

    I raised a magic shield over my eyes like goggles and went even faster.

    My eyes locked onto the ruins ahead.

    
      “Amazing…”
    

    The ruins were massive bigger than a university campus,

    but a bit smaller than a new city.

    But what shocked me wasn’t their size

    
      “This magic power.”
    

    I could see mana-like glowing code.

    The whole ruin was wrapped in huge, dome-like letters of mana.

    Thick, dense. So dense, I couldn’t even see inside the ruin properly.

    My body flinched.

    Was it instinct? A mage’s reflex?

    
      “It feels like I’m facing a tidal wave of raw magic”
    

    I stopped the sand surf spell not out of fear,

    but because I had something I wanted to try.

    I looked at the mana flowing around me.

    To me, they looked like machine code letters and symbols floating in the air.

    
      “I’ll try to decode the original spell from these.”
    

    I had done this before when I learned space magic.

    Back then, I already had part of the encrypted code.

    Now, I had something even better:

    
      “I know the ancient magic language structure.”
    

    So I began. I grabbed each piece of mana code and started translating.

    The hard part was the order the codes were all jumbled,

    like puzzle pieces from different boxes.

    
      “This could take a while”
    

    And it did.

    Minutes passed. Then tens of minutes.

    Still, no meaningful code came out.

    
      “It’s not just hard, this is impossible.”
    

    I kept trying. The sun began to set.

    The sky turned red on one side, and dark on the other. The air-cooled.

    
      “Something’s not right”
    

    I should’ve found at least one correct piece by now.

    But nothing matched.

    
      “Wait, is the mana itself encrypted?”
    

    Yes. It’s like encrypted data packets sent over a network.

    They can only be read at the destination.

    That meant I couldn’t decrypt it mid-way.

    It was designed to stop people like me from stealing the magic mid-transfer.

    
      “Clever.”
    

    Still, I liked the challenge.

    
      “If I got time magic too easily, it wouldn’t be satisfying.”
    

    Even if I couldn’t do this safely from a distance anymore, I didn’t care.

    
      “Let’s keep going.”
    

    I cast Sand Surf again.

    
      Shhhhh—
    

    I sped forward again, finally reaching the outer zone of the ruins.

    It used to be part of a city, but it wasn’t swallowed by the mana dome.

    The place was deserted.

    Broken buildings, fallen balconies, dried-up fountains.

    Only ruins remained evidence that people once lived here.

    
      “It reminds me of those abandoned ski resorts I saw on YouTube or nuclear ghost towns.”
    

    There was no one here. Just emptiness.

    A deep emptiness that almost seeped into my chest.

    I shook it off.

    
      “No time for emotions now.”
    

    I was almost there just a few dozen meters from the mana dome.

    At this speed, I had only a few seconds left.

    
      “Plenty of time to turn back if I wanted to.”
    

    But I didn’t.

    I sped up.

    The final chance to stop passed in a blink.

    And then

    
      I entered the mana dome.
    

    
      Whoosh—
    

    Everything went black.

    I couldn’t see or feel anything.

    The dense mana around me was blocking all senses.

    The mana began crawling over my body.

    I could resist with magic shields but they’d only last a few seconds.

    Instead

    I let the mana touch me freely.

    I focused.

    
      “From this moment on, I must not miss a single detail.”
    

    I wanted to act as a terminal receiver of the spell.

    I knew this spell only activates when someone enters.

    So this was my chance.

    
      “When it activates on me, the encryption will lift just for a moment.”
    

    And it began.

    The mana around me transformed.

    I focused hard.

    
      “Don’t miss anything. Just watch for one keyword.”
    

    The keyword:

    
      “Time.”
    

    Anything related to time. Anything at all.

    
      “Time, time, time…”
    

    But I couldn’t find it.

    Nothing.

    
      “That’s impossible. This spell is time-based.”
    

    All the users who experienced this issue reported it.

    Then why?

    
      “Either I missed it or it hasn’t shown up yet.”
    

    I was sure I hadn’t missed anything.

    
      “Then it must be coming”
    

    I gritted my teeth and focused harder.

    But I was almost out of time.

    My vision blurred.

    The spell was nearly complete.

    
      “Damn it.”
    

    The plan was falling apart.

    I wanted to get the time magic code first then escape.

    Now, I barely had time to escape, let alone get the code.

    
      “If I escape now, I won’t have the full code. If I stay, I risk it all.”
    

    Going back in later might not even work this kind of brute-force hack could damage the magic permanently.

    
      “Do I try a bold hack now and risk breaking it… or move forward?”
    

    I chose it.

    
      “Forward. I’ll regret it forever if I don’t.”
    

    I focused again.

    Just then

    The mana disappeared.

    
      “What?!”
    

    Suddenly, a voice shouted.

    
      “Hey!”
    

    I opened my eyes.

    
      “Hey! What are you doing?!”
    

    I looked around.

    Neatly built houses lined the streets.

    The balconies weren’t broken. The park was green. The statues were perfect. Water flowed in the fountains.

    And the whole place was filled with people.

    Their clothes caught my attention.

    
      “Romans?”
    

    Not exactly. But close.

    Long robes are like something from Greek or Roman myths.

    Not the clothes people in this world usually wear.

    And that’s when it hit me.

    
      “I’ve been pulled into the past to ancient Helios.”
    

    The time magic cast on the ruins had completely absorbed me—

    and now, I was standing in the past.
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    “Damn it.”

    In the end, I couldn’t get the code related to time.

    Coming to the past like this fine, I can accept that.

    But not getting that code stings.

    
      Why?
    

    I went through every single line of code. I didn’t miss a thing.

    And yet, I couldn’t find anything related to time.

    
      Was it encrypted further somehow? Or maybe the concept of time here is completely different from what I know?
    

    I had no idea. My head was spinning trying to figure it out.

    That’s when I noticed something strange.

    
      Huh?
    

    The skull in my hand, its size, its shape wasn’t the same as Inux’s.

    
      Wait a second
    

    Reality hit me.

    The first thing I checked was my clothes.

    
      I knew it.
    

    I was wearing something completely different, something that matched the people around me.

    Even my body felt different.

    It wasn’t Inux’s anymore.

    
      This body looks like a middle or high school student
    

    Still growing. The skeleton is smaller.

    Once I realized that, my body started to feel unfamiliar

    But that wasn’t the important part.

    What mattered was this:

    I’m not in Inux’s body anymore. I’m in someone else’s.

    That only meant one thing.

    
      “Possession.”
    

    Yeah. I already knew about this from the game.

    I had even possessed Inux before.

    So I wasn’t shocked but I didn’t like it.

    It’s not like I’m some psycho who enjoys taking other people’s bodies.

    
      Back in the tutorial, I didn’t have a choice. That person was a prisoner about to die in the Colosseum. I saved him by possessing him.
    

    That helped ease my guilt.

    But this time was different.

    This was my choice. I came here on my own.

    But then I remembered something.

    
      This body’s original owner was going to die anyway.
    

    Not just him. Everyone in this city—every single Heliosian is doomed to fall.

    That’s already been decided.

    This is the past. Their destruction is the future.

    Thinking that way made it a little easier.

    The only problem is that the future might include me too.

    
      If I stay here, I’ll be caught up in that destruction and disappear with them.
    

    In the game, I saw it happen over and over. Characters possessed by players were completely erased when Helios fell.

    So my goal is clear now.

    
      I have to escape this place before it’s destroyed.
    

    Forget the time magic for now.

    First focus on surviving.

    Maybe then another chance will come.

    Just then

    “Hey, what are you doing?”

    A girl’s voice.

    I turned my head.

    A girl stood there with braided brown hair and freckles.

    As I took in her appearance, I noticed something else

    I was tense.

    
      Not good…
    

    There’s one very important rule if you want to survive here:

    
      “Don’t look suspicious.”
    

    Specifically, don’t let anyone suspect that you’ve possessed another person’s body.

    Even in the game, it was never clear how the system detected it.

    But one thing was certain:

    
      If they find out you’re possessing someone, you’ll be eliminated.
    

    Forget destruction the game overcomes before that.

    So I needed to understand the situation, fast.

    Who am I?

    Who is she?

    What’s our relationship?

    Then I saw the copper sun-shaped badge on her chest.

    
      An apprentice priestess?
    

    Helios worships the Sun God. The priests rule the nation.

    Priests are ranked High Priest, Senior Priest, Normal Priest.

    Apprentice priests are still training and don’t count as full priests yet.

    Sounds minor, but

    
      There are very few apprentice priests in Helios.
    

    Because you have to pass a tough test and prove your faith and intelligence.

    Only about eight are chosen at a time.

    
      So why is an apprentice priestess talking to me so casually?
    

    I had a bad feeling.

    I quickly looked at my chest.

    
      Damn it! A copper badge!
    

    That means I’m one too an apprentice priest.

    Which is a big problem.

    
      Oh no.
    

    If I had possessed a fruit seller or a beggar, I could’ve faked it easily.

    But this is different.

    
      There were almost no cases of people getting assigned as apprentice priests. Even on forums, there were barely any examples.
    

    Those who did get it usually got caught and eliminated quickly.

    It’s probably the hardest survival case.

    
      This is the worst
    

    My thoughts froze.

    SMACK!

    Suddenly, pain shot through my forehead.

    I looked up.

    The girl had flicked my forehead with her finger.

    “You’re spacing out again.”

    
      Again?
    

    I was confused, but she turned and said,

    “Come on, we’ll be late for class.”

    She started walking.

    
      I guess I was out of it for a while.
    

    But she didn’t seem suspicious.

    So I followed her quickly.

    
      Maybe the original owner of this body was often spaced out too.
    

    
      Lucky break.
    

    But there was no time to relax.

    I needed to follow her.

    If I didn’t show up to class, I’d raise suspicion.

    
      I need to adjust to this body first, then look for a chance to escape.
    

    We arrived at a massive building in the center of the ruins.

    
      This must be the temple.
    

    It looked like a Mesoamerican pyramid, big and majestic.

    Similar buildings could be seen all over Helios.

    But not everyone was allowed inside.

    
      Only priests and apprentice priests could enter.
    

    This was a sacred place.

    I swallowed nervously.

    
      Did she hear that?
    

    Thankfully, she didn’t react.

    We walked up to the gate. The gatekeeper checked our badges and slowly opened the stone door.

    Inside was a stone hallway, but it was bright as day thanks to glowing stones embedded in the walls.

    
      Is that powered by magic?
    

    Suddenly, two people walked toward us from the opposite side.

    Their clothes were fancier. Their badges were made of polished metal.

    
      “Full priests…!”
    

    The girl ahead of me made a strange hand gesture and said,

    “May the Sun God bless you.”

    The priests responded with a short version of the gesture.

    
      Ah, that’s the priest greeting.
    

    All priests are supposed to make that gesture when passing each other.

    
      It didn’t look too hard five steps maybe?
    

    Then the priests looked at me.

    
      It’s my turn.
    

    I raised my hands and tried to copy the gesture.

    Or at least I tried to.

    
      Wait, was I supposed to raise my hand or lower it?
    

    My mind went blank.

    Then I remembered

    I have terrible coordination.

    Even in kindergarten or at the gym, people gave up trying to teach me movements.

    
      Come on
    

    
      I could die if I mess this up.
    

    I tried moving my hands the way I remembered.

    
      Whoa…
    

    My body moved on its own.

    Maybe it was muscle memory from the body’s original owner?

    I finished the motion.

    “May the Sun God bless you.”

    The priests looked at me.

    “You forgot it again?”

    What?

    “It’s pointless trying to fix him. Let’s just go.”

    They walked away.

    
      Didn’t I do a good job?
    

    Just then, the girl in front of me sighed.

    She suddenly made another hand gesture completely different this time.

    
      What’s this? A new one?
    

    I watched carefully.

    Then she said

    “That’s what you just did.”

    Oh.
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    Well, whatever.

    Sadly, I'm still struggling with moving my body, but based on how people reacted, I must have been making mistakes with my hand movements for a long time already.

    If I had suddenly done everything perfectly, that would’ve been weird.

    While I was thinking that way, we arrived in a room.

    It looked familiar rows of desks and a platform in front.

    ‘A classroom.’

    I hadn't been in one since college.

    Sure, I had attended programming conferences, but never lectures like this.

    ‘Back in college those were good days.’

    I was obsessed with learning programming.

    I devoured textbooks every day, constantly had questions, and bugged professors until I got answers.

    Because of that, I became the reason lectures ran long, but I didn’t care.

    That was mostly true in my early years.

    By the time I was a senior, I had studied most things on my own and read more papers than most professors.

    Professors even started trying to recruit me for grad school.

    But I had other plans, so I didn’t go.

    While I was lost in those memories

    “Why aren’t you sitting?”

    My classmate was already seated.

    I didn’t know where my seat was, so I sat next to her.

    Then a group of boys and girls entered the room.

    They were also apprentice priests, judging by their outfits.

    But they glared at us and started talking loud enough for us to hear.

    “Ugh, it stinks in here again.”

    “Who cares? They'll be gone soon.”

    “Too late. The smell’s already soaked into the desks.”

    That’s when I noticed the difference between us.

    Our clothes were old and worn out.

    Theirs looked new and fancy.

    ‘Ah, right. We walked here from the outskirts.’

    The closer we got to the temple, the cleaner and nicer everything looked.

    This was probably class discrimination based on wealth or background.

    I wasn’t too bothered.

    Stuff like this happens in modern society too maybe even worse.

    Anyway, since we didn’t react, the rich kids lost interest and sat down.

    Then a middle-aged man walked in.

    “Alright, everyone’s here.”

    He had a metal badge and a bald head.

    ‘A teacher, maybe?’

    He looked at us and stood at the front of the room.

    “Before we begin class”

    His eyes landed on me.

    Suddenly, I felt the same creepy vibe I get when Crow stares at me.

    ‘What is this feeling?’

    It felt ominous.

    “Let’s do a quick review.”

    Ah, I recognized that it looked like he found an interesting toy.

    He asked a question about the sun god’s myth.

    If it had been about coding, I’d have smiled.

    If it was game-related, I could’ve guessed it.

    But mythology?

    I skipped through all of it.

    I hadn’t even read it.

    ‘Should I guess?’

    Nope, it’s a short-answer question, can't guess that.

    But I can’t say I don’t know either.

    I’m supposed to be a smart apprentice priest.

    Forgetting what we just learned would look bad.

    ‘What do I do?’

    Then my classmate next to me sighed and said:

    “You’re hopeless, Allen.”

    Allen? So that’s my name now?

    Finally found out.

    But her reaction was odd; she didn’t seem suspicious, more like, “as expected.”

    Why?

    “Seriously, how did someone dumb like you even pass the entrance test?”

    The rich kids laughed.

    And I realized:

    ‘Ah. This body is a complete failure.’

    Everything made sense now.

    Why did no one care when I zoned out or messed up the hand signs?

    It wasn’t just being clumsy.

    This guy  Allen  was hopeless.

    ‘Is that a good thing?’

    So far, it's worked in my favor.

    Not sure how I feel about it, but hey, it’s working.

    Right?

    “So, the Sun God gave his blessing and made a promise with man”

    The lesson continued.

    But as I listened to more myths…

    I ended up falling asleep.

    
      Later…
    

    ‘Ah, crap.’

    Did I fall asleep because I matched this body’s lazy nature?

    ‘Can’t believe I slept during class.’

    Then I realized I used to be like this in high school too.

    Back then, I had to take boring classes, and I never really paid attention unless it was interesting.

    That hasn’t changed.

    Myths are especially hard for me to take seriously.

    They always felt like nonsense the kind people made up when they didn’t have science.

    Like blaming thunder on an angry god instead of explaining it with physics.

    While I was thinking about that and just dozing off.

    The chairs squeaked as everyone stood up and started leaving.

    No one seemed surprised that I slept the whole time.

    ‘Where are they going?’

    My classmate said:

    “What are you doing? We’re doing practicals today, remember?”

    “Practicals?”

    “Seriously? Miracles. We’re learning to perform miracles.”

    Miracles. That word got my attention.

    ‘Right. That’s important here.’

    Miracles are what powered ancient Helios and are a priest’s main job.

    Unlike boring myths, miracles seemed real in this world.

    Now this was interesting.

    I stood up quickly and headed to the door but stopped.

    ‘Wait, where are we supposed to go?’

    I looked at my classmate.

    She sighed.

    “Just follow me.”

    Honestly being a hopeless idiot is starting to feel kind of comfortable.

    
      At the Practice Room
    

    When we arrived, I noticed there were no desks, just a big open space with a large blackboard.

    The rich kids were already there, excited.

    “Wanna bet who can do a miracle first?”

    “What’s the prize?”

    “You're acting like you already won.”

    “Of course! Everyone in my family’s a priest.”

    They were acting like typical overconfident teens.

    Next to me, my classmate didn’t look happy.

    She muttered:

    “Must be nice. You don’t even look worried.”

    No worries?

    ‘I've got plenty!’

    How do I avoid being exposed?

    Can I escape before Helios is destroyed?

    But I’ve always had a calm face, so people misunderstand.

    ‘Anyway, about miracles’

    Based on their bets and my classmate’s worry, it was clear that not everyone could do miracles easily.

    That’s also true in the game most major challenges involved performing miracles.

    ‘Can I do one?’

    Honestly, even if I can’t, everyone probably expects me to fail anyway.

    Because I'm Allen the hopeless one.
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    The bald teacher who had taught us about myths walked into the classroom.

    “Everyone, quiet down. Let’s begin class.”

    With just those few words, the room fell silent.

    He picked up a white stone and used it like chalk to start writing on the board.

    “Today, we’ll finally learn about miracles and try using one. But first, let me ask what is a miracle?”

    He pointed to one of the rich students.

    The boy answered confidently,

    “It’s a power that only priests have. A special ability only they can use.”

    “Well not completely wrong.”

    The teacher then pointed to the girl next to me.

    “You try, Layla.”

    So that’s her name Layla. The girl who had been helping me.

    She replied,

    “A miracle is when we offer a sacred prayer to the god and borrow his power for a short time.”

    “Correct.”

    The teacher looked pleased, but then his face turned serious again.

    “But miracles are also very dangerous. That’s why there are strict rules that must be followed.”

    He wrote them on the board:

    
      The prayer must not be changed in any way.
    

    “Do you understand why?”

    Layla answered,

    “Because changing the god’s gift is a form of disrespect. And if someone does that”

    “They’ll be punished. That punishment could be as minor as the miracle failing, or as serious as losing the ability to use miracles forever or even death.”

    Hearing that made me think:

    
      “This is different from magic.”
    

    Magic was more like modern coding; you could change it, experiment with it, and explore it freely.

    If magic came with divine punishments, most great wizards would’ve been struck down hundreds of times.

    “Now, let’s learn the most basic prayer today.”

    
      Ugh, prayers are not really my thing.
    

    Memory is like a muscle. If you don’t use it, it weakens.

    I was good at memorizing code, but I had no confidence in memorizing unfamiliar things like prayers.

    As I was staring at the board, worried

    
      Wait a second this prayer looks familiar.
    

    I had seen something like this before.

    
      Is this code?
    

    Yes! It was code.

    But not like normal magic code.

    
      It’s more like an assembly language?
    

    I was stunned.

    
      Why would anyone code like this?
    

    Assembly is a low-level language closer to machine language than human-readable code. Writing in assembly is like trying to draw pictures in Excel super inefficiently and hard.

    It’s only used when extreme optimization is needed.

    Meanwhile, the teacher finished writing dozens of lines of this “prayer” and said,

    “Now, I’ll show you what happens when you memorize and recite this prayer.”

    He began chanting it quickly and clearly.

    And then, finally

    
      Fwoosh—
    

    A tiny flame appeared in front of him.

    And I recognized it.

    
      “That’s Fire.”
    

    It was the most basic fire spell lower than a 1st Circle spell in future magic systems. In fact, it could normally be written in less than three lines of code.

    But this prayer? Took dozens of lines to do the same thing.

    
      What the hell.
    

    I couldn’t help but whisper in awe.

    But not in a bad way.

    
      This is amazing.
    

    Until now, being in a trainee priest’s body had been annoying.

    But now I am starting to love it.

    
      Normal magic uses pre-built modules. But these prayers are like building everything from scratch.
    

    That means

    
      “I can optimize magic even further!”
    

    My old passion for learning something I hadn’t felt since my early college days started burning again.

    The bald priest looked around the classroom.

    About ten students were sitting, all staring at the board.

    Since they were all top students, most had already begun memorizing the prayer without being told.

    But there was one exception.

    
      Allen.
    

    The most problematic student of this entire group possibly in the history of all apprentice batches.

    Allen wasn’t even looking at the board. As usual, he was just staring blankly into space.

    
      There’s no way he already memorized it.
    

    The teacher sighed.

    
      How did this kid even pass the entrance tests?
    

    To become a trainee priest, one needed to be tested for both faith and intelligence.

    Allen had scored low in faith but very high in intelligence. That’s probably why he got in.

    But since arriving he hadn’t shown any signs of that intelligence.

    He couldn’t even do the basic priest hand signs. He forgot lessons immediately.

    
      I’ve practically given up on him.
    

    
      There’s no point in training someone who doesn’t want to be here.
    

    Soon, students would begin failing the tests.

    And Allen was going to be the first.

    
      Well, maybe it’s time to crush a few dreams.
    

    Students were probably excited thinking they could use real miracles now.

    So it was the perfect time to teach them a hard lesson.

    “Alright, Farid. You go first. Then we’ll go in order to the right.”

    Farid belonged to a famous family known for producing priests.

    He walked up proudly.

    “Watch. I’ll be the first to make it work.”

    He began chanting the prayer.

    Once he finished

    “...”

    Nothing.

    No fire. Not even a spark.

    The teacher explained calmly:

    “You have to pronounce every word.”

    He had mumbled one word while trying to go fast.

    If he had the full prayer memorized, pronunciation wouldn’t matter. But only high priests had that level of control.

    “You’re lucky it was just a basic miracle. With a stronger one, that kind of mistake could have killed you. Go sit.”

    The next student also failed. And the one after that.

    Some stuttered, some mixed up lines, and some even repeated parts of the prayer.

    
      This year’s batch is pretty weak.
    

    So far, six students have tried and all failed.

    Only two were left: Layla and Allen.

    
      Well, at least Layla will succeed.
    

    She was a model student, always focused, always kind, even helping the hopeless Allen.

    “Let me try.”

    Layla stood in front of the board and started reciting the prayer.

    Not too fast, not too slow, just right.

    She looked like she had chanted this hundreds of times before.

    
      As expected.
    

    Out of the eight kids, only one would become a priest.

    And Layla was the one worth betting on.

    
      Fwoosh—
    

    The teacher smiled, satisfied, as a small flame appeared in front of her.

    “Everyone, give her a hand.”

    But only a few clapped.

    Most were too embarrassed. Allen, meanwhile, was still spacing out.

    “Alright, with that, class is”

    “Excuse me,” Layla interrupted.

    “You forgot about Allen.”

    Forgot?

    No. The teacher had intentionally skipped him.

    But now that she brought it up.

    “Ahem. That’s right Allen, come forward.”

    
      Sigh… fine.
    

    “Allen?”

    “...”

    “Allen!!!”

    Finally, the boy looked up like he had just remembered his name.

    The teacher was annoyed but held it in.

    “Alright. Give it a try.”

    He didn’t expect anything. Not even a little.

    1 second.

    2 seconds.

    3 seconds.

    The teacher started to speak again

    “If you’re not going to do it, just”

    
      Fwoosh—
    

    A flame appeared in front of Allen.

    
      What?!
    

    The teacher was shocked.

    The kid who never paid attention succeeded?

    
      When did he even memorize the prayer? He didn’t look at the board once!
    

    The teacher shook his head.

    
      Did he memorize all that in such a short time?
    

    
      Fwoosh—
    

    As I stared at the small flame flickering in front of me and the stunned silence around me, I thought to myself:

    
      I got too excited and did it without thinking.
    

    Anytime code gets involved

    I just lost control.
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