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    Synopsis

    
      [ DING ][ Common Sense Hijack System Activated ]----That notification was the start of a whole new life for Karl. He who just used to be working at a convenience store and always getting annoying complaints from customers and some shady words from his manager. Become a totally free man who can flip common sense upside down!******Cover by AI------Support Me By Gifts or Power Stones -----
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    Chapter 1

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    At a humble convenience store, where Karl worked, it was one of the many tiny establishments scattered throughout the town. The store was neither overcrowded nor completely deserted, with a predictable clientele that included morning bread buyers, post-school candy shoppers, and office workers seeking their afternoon coffee fix.

    However, Karl's life was eerily flat. Every day was a repetitive cycle of wake up, work, go home, sleep, and repeat. His existence felt like a wheel spinning without purpose until one day, something extraordinary occurred.

    Karl was flipping through magazines on the counter, his mind blank, when a sudden noise startled him. The clock showed almost 3 PM, usually a quieter period. He muttered to himself, "What kind of life is this?" and gently slammed the magazine on the table. Peering out the window, he felt like he was stuck in a rut while the world outside moved at a frantic pace.

    Just as he was about to succumb to boredom, a strange sound filled his ears.

    [DING!]

    Karl jumped, muttering in confusion. He looked around, wondering if the noise came from a store device, but found nothing unusual. Suddenly, a holographic panel materialized before him – floating in mid-air.

    [Common Sense Hijack System Activated]

    Karl rubbed his eyes, thinking it might be a hallucination brought on by his prolonged zoning out. But the panel remained, flashing cryptic messages that seemed to speak directly to him. Karl's jaw dropped as he nearly laughed at the absurdity.

    "What in the world? Am I dreaming or is this some kind of prank?" he reached out to touch the panel, but his finger passed through the empty air. "Is this some kind of hologram or... am I just too tired?" he mumbled.

    Before Karl could process further, the panel changed again, displaying new instructions.

    [Congrats! You've been chosen to access the Common Sense Hijack System. With this system, you can change the basic rules of the world that people around you consider normal. Start by completing the first quest to earn initial points.]

    Karl's jaw dropped as he read on.

    [First Quest: Hijack a Simple Common Sense]

    - Description: Change simple common sense in your surroundings.

    - Example: Change the rule that people must pay at the cashier or the rule that people need to wear clothes when leaving the house.

    - Reward: 50 Hijack Points (HP), 20 XP.

    - Time Limit: None (for the first quest)

    Karl's eyes widened as he thought about hijacking common sense. "Is this for real? So I can make people do weird stuff?" He thought about it skeptically but also curiously. Is this a mind game or something? But nothing felt unreal. If this was a dream, it was the most realistic dream ever.

    As he pondered, the shop's doorbell rang, and a group of teens entered, laughing loudly while holding sodas. They looked like they were going to buy snacks and some munchies. Karl watched them approach the snack rack, starting to think about trying the strange quest.

    He typed "Pay at the cashier" in the search bar on the panel. The result popped up instantly.

    > People buying stuff must pay at the cashier.

    Karl nodded slightly and then started editing the sentence. He typed a new one:

    > People buying stuff don't need to pay at the cashier; just do a weird dance in front of the cashier.

    After typing that, he hesitated for a moment. "Will this really work?" he thought while hitting Enter.

    But what happened next was truly beyond belief.

    [Hijack Succesful]

    - Duration : 00:00:59

    The teens headed to the cashier with snacks in their hands, ready to pay. 

    Suddenly, he started busting out a weird groove – an awkward move but done with full confidence. Karl almost burst out laughing but held it in. His friends were initially surprised but soon joined in, dancing strangely in front of the cashier as if it was a regular thing to do.

    "This is ridiculous!" Karl thought to himself. "But it actually worked!" He couldn't believe the system actually worked. These people unknowingly accepted the change of common sense without questioning it and seemed to be enjoying it.

    ---

    Quest Complete!

    - Reward: 50 Hijack Points (HP), 20 XP.

    ---

    The holographic panel sparkled with success notification of his first quest. Karl smiled satisfactorily. This boring day had suddenly turned into the weirdest and funniest day he'd ever experienced.

    But before he could truly enjoy the moment, the panel appeared again with a new message.

    [New Quest Unlocked: Change a Major Common Sense in Public]

    - Description: Change a major common sense deeply rooted in society, like rules about traffic or technology use.

    - Reward: 200 HP, 100 XP.

    - Time Limit: 24 hours

    Karl stared at the panel with his mouth half open. "This system isn't playing around," he thought. If in the first quest he could make people dance in front of the cashier, what about this major quest? He imagined the chaos of changing big rules like that. But on the flip side, it also made him cautious.

    "Am I gonna get in trouble if this keeps up?" Karl murmured, picturing consequences of every change he made.

    But one thing was for sure – his life wasn't flat anymore. With this weird system, everything seemed possible. And even though there were worries, Karl couldn't help but feel intrigued about what he could do next. After all, he had access to powers he never imagined before – powers to hijack common sense itself.

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦

  
  


  
    
    Chapter 2

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Karl was totally glued to the holographic screen floating in front of him, his eyes widening at the sight of a brand spankin' new quest popping up. His heart was pounding like crazy. 

    "Changing Major common sense?" 

    He muttered, still shook by what had just gone down. If people were already busting moves in front of the cashier like it was no biggie in the first quest, what would happen if he changed a rule that was way bigger?

    The holographic panel kept on shining, displaying a tiny timer in the bottom right corner with 24 hours counting down. 

    "I can't just wing it," Karl thought. 

    "If the first quest was all fun and games, this one could stir up major trouble." 

    But, on the flip side, an unstoppable curiosity was creeping up on him. He knew this system was legit - and more than that, it operated in a bonkers way.

    Karl let out a sigh and glanced around the still empty store. The group of teens who were busting moves in front of the cashier had already bounced, but the silence lingering inside the Convenience Store made his head spin. He started brainstorming, trying to figure out how to make use of this system without causing too much chaos.

    "Maybe I can try something that's not too flashy at first," he thought.

    An idea popped into his head. Karl typed rapidly on the holographic panel.

    > People don't need to wait for the traffic light to turn green to cross the street.

    He stared at the text, hesitating for a moment. This change wasn't too huge - but it could still make a significant impact. "Alright, time to see what goes down," he muttered as he hit the Enter key.

    ---

    [Hijack Successful]

    - Hijack Duration: 00:59:00

    ---

    The timer started ticking down, giving Karl exactly one hour to observe the consequences of this hijack. Karl gazed out the Convenience Store window, monitoring the usually bustling street outside. Across the street, there were a few people standing on the sidewalk, waiting for the light to turn green to cross. Karl held his breath.

    In a snap, without any signal, one of them, a sharp-dressed office dude, looked left and right before stepping onto the street to cross, even though the traffic light was still red. The others glanced at him briefly, hesitated, but then followed suit. They crossed as if the traffic light was no longer a thing, as if the rule about waiting for the green light suddenly vanished from their minds.

    Karl watched them in complete awe. This was legit happening. No one seemed to think what they were doing was wrong. It had become part of their common sense - that they could cross whenever.

    But the effect didn't last long. A few minutes after people started crossing without caring about the traffic light, the honking of car horns started echoing, signifying chaos was brewing. Drivers on the move began jamming on the brakes, puzzled by people casually walking all over. Karl could see some drivers getting mad inside their cars, incessantly honking away.

    "This is starting to go haywire," Karl muttered, holding back the anxiety bubbling up in his chest. He looked back at the holographic screen. The timer still showed 57 minutes.

     "I can't let this go on for a full hour."

    Karl quickly opened his hijack panel again and started typing something to fix the situation. But as his hand was about to touch the screen, the system suddenly popped up a new notification.

    ---

    [Early Hijack Termination Available]

    - Do you want to end the hijack effect earlier?

    - Cost: 10 Hijack Points.

    ---

    Karl felt relieved. Without a second thought, he hit the "Yes" button and confirmed the deduction of his Hijack Points. In a flash, the holographic panel disappeared, and he saw people outside reverting back to their normal habits - waiting for the green light to cross. The irritated drivers began to calm down, and the street atmosphere returned to normal.

    Karl let out a long exhale. 

    "I need to be more careful," he thought to himself. This seemingly simple quest could cause major issues if not handled properly.

    He glanced at the holographic screen showing his point status.

    ---

    [Status Hijack Points: 40]

    [Experience: 20 XP]

    ---

    Karl was a bit disappointed to see his points decrease, but he was more content because the chaos didn't last long. He then leaned back in the cashier's chair, contemplating his next move.

     "Alright, this big quest isn't something I can just mess around with."

    But before he could refocus, the store's doorbell rang again. A woman with a worried look rushed in.

     "Sorry, I'm in a rush, can I pay quickly?" she said as she pulled out her wallet.

    Karl looked at her for a moment, then his mind went back to the system he had just discovered. Could he use this system for something more... helpful? It didn't always have to be about wreaking havoc, but maybe actually assisting someone?

    A new thought arose in his mind. 

    "What if I change something to make people better?" he mumbled while glancing at the holographic screen. 

    He didn't have enough points for a big hijack yet, but he could try something smaller first.

    Karl typed slowly on the panel.

    > People don't need to rush for everything, and always find enough time for whatever they do.

    After typing that, he hesitated for a moment, then hit Enter. It didn't take long before his panel confirmed.

    ---

    [Hijack Successful]

    - Hijack Duration: 00:30:00

    ---

    The woman suddenly stopped rummaging through her wallet. She seemed puzzled for a moment, before slowly taking a long breath. 

    "Wait, why do I feel like I don't need to rush anymore?" she said with a slightly awkward smile to Karl.

    Karl grinned broadly. 

    "Maybe because there's nothing that needs to be rushed too quickly," he replied in a lighthearted tone, even though he knew what had just gone down. The woman then calmly paid for her items, as if all her worries about time had vanished just like that.

    As the woman left, Karl felt satisfied. He had just proven that hijacks didn't always have to have a negative impact. There was a way to use this system wisely. However, he also realized that there was still a time limit, and the world would return to normal once the hijack effect ended. But for now, it was enough.

    Karl sat back in the cashier's chair, his eyes gazing out at the street outside. 

    "Damn, my life will get better with this system!"

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦

  
  


  
    
    Chapter 3

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Karl was still chilling behind the cash register, staring at the holographic screen in front of him. Earlier, he had made people cross the street without waiting for the green light. But despite a little chaos happening, he managed to fix it before it got worse. Karl took a deep breath, proud of his ability to end the hijack quicker.

    30 minutes later,

    [ Quest Complete ]

    - Reward: 200 HP, 100 XP.

    "Alright," he muttered.

    "Any new quests, bro?"

    But thoughts of using the system for weirder and funnier things continued to haunt him.

    "Sigh… no new quests?"

    Karl waited for the panel to change.

    [ DING ]

    [ Host can make new common sense using Hijack Points at Common Sense Maker section ]

    "Wait, what? Seriously?" Karl grinned widely.

    [ Making common sense has different costs of Hijack points depending on the level of common sense ]

    [ For Common Sense Duration ]

    [ 1 Minute ] : 10 Hijack Points

    [ 10 Minutes ] : 20 Hijack Points

    - Multiples apply for longer durations

    "Wow... Since I now have 240 Hijack points, I'll try make some common sense," Karl smirked.

    [ Common Sense Maker ]

    > Common Sense :
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    Chapter 4

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Karl was back at the convenience Store where he worked, his journey back home still smooth thanks to his fresh dose of savvy new common sense.

    Karl, whose shift wasn't over yet, leaned back on the cashier desk, gazing at the holographic screen shining in front of him. He had been working at the Convenience store for hours now, and although this routine gig was starting to bore him, his mind drifted back to his first hijack experience. With just a touch of a button, he could change how people interacted with their world.

    A wide grin spread across his face as he remembered how he altered the behavior of people crossing the street without waiting for the green light. A sense of satisfaction filled his heart, injecting a bit of excitement into the monotonous boredom. But this time, he wanted to try something bigger and more exhilarating.

    "What if I make people feel super pumped after buying some food?" he pondered, thrilled at the thought of the laughter and smiles that would light up the customers' faces. His eyes sparkled as he envisioned that moment.

    He opened his system panel, his fingers swiftly gliding across the screen.

    > Common Sense: People will feel super pumped after buying food.

    > Duration: 00:01:00

    No doubt lingered in his mind. He hit the Enter key with fiery enthusiasm. In an instant, a notification popped up on the screen, sending an adrenaline rush as he saw his Hijack Points decrease.

    ---

    [ Common Sense Has Been Made ]

    - 20 Hijack Points Consumed

    - Hijack Duration: 00:00:59

    ---

    Karl looked around the Convenience store with curiosity. "Time to witness the effects!" he whispered to himself, eagerly awaiting the magic.

    A middle-aged woman entered the shop. She looked weary, with furrows on her forehead and heavy shopping bags in her hands. The woman sighed as if the world was too heavy to carry.

    Karl could see the burden on her face, but he was determined to change her mood. As the woman walked toward the snack aisle, Karl silently prayed for his hijack to succeed. With utmost attention, he watched her every move, trying to read her mind.

    The woman picked a few chips, then approached the cashier with a tired look, as if she had just finished a marathon. Karl got ready.

    "How much for all of this?" the woman asked, her voice heavy and weary.

    "Total is $5," Karl replied, attempting to put on his best smile. As he took her money, he could sense a shift in the air.

    When the woman paid and received her chips, suddenly, the hijack effect kicked in. Her face changed. A wide smile appeared on her lips, as if a new light was shining from within her.

    "Wow! I feel amazing! These chips must bring happiness!" she exclaimed enthusiastically, her voice seemingly emanating from the depths of her heart.

    Karl was amazed. He watched the woman jumping with joy, waving her hands as if she had just won a lottery. She even began to dance in front of the cashier, twisting her body and moving her hands as if there was no one else around.

    "Hahaha!" Karl couldn't contain his laughter. He gazed at the woman in admiration, seeing the genuine happiness on her face. "This is even better than I expected!"

    The woman skipped out of the store, still beaming, leaving Karl flabbergasted. "If this is how it goes, I can make people happy every day!" he thought, his excitement burning.

    Yet, his desire to try more ideas was not over. While he was still mesmerized by the recent event, a serious-looking man in a black beret entered the Convenience store. The man scrutinized every product with an intense gaze.

    Karl saw an opportunity to create another amusing moment. He wanted to test his newly discovered ability.

    "What if I make him feel super confident after buying a drink?" he thought. Quickly, he opened the panel again.

    > Common Sense: Man will feel super confident after purchasing a drink.

    > Duration: 00:01:00

    Without hesitation, he pressed Enter. In an instant, the notification appeared on the screen again, and Karl felt the excitement flow within him.

    ---

    [ Common Sense Has Been Made ]

    - 20 Hijack Points Consumed

    - Hijack Duration: 00:00:59

    The man approached the cashier, selecting two soda bottles. He lifted one bottle with a serious expression, as if celebrating a great achievement. Karl couldn't help but laugh.

    "Look at me! I'm ready to face the world!" the man exclaimed, his voice full of enthusiasm. He raised the soda bottle in the air, posing as if he had just won an award.

    Karl fell silent for a moment, then shook his head. "This is too crazy," he thought, but he couldn't wipe the smile off his face. "This is truly amazing!"

    The man then strode out confidently, leaping around as if he were a hero returning from battle. Karl laughed, enjoying the happiness the man had transmitted to him.

    "Alright, let's make it more exciting!" Karl felt his courage rising.

    He began thinking of more interesting ideas. What if he made everyone feel super hungry whenever they looked at him? With enthusiasm, he reopened the panel.

    > Common Sense: People around will feel super hungry every time they see me.

    > Duration: 00:01:00

    He hit Enter, eagerly waiting for the outcome.

    ---

    [ Process Failed ]

    - Not Enough Hijack Points

    - Try Again Later...

    ----

    Karl sighed, "Dang, I was too reckless with this system." Now Karl's Hijack points were only 30 points left.

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    Chapter 5

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Karl let out a sigh, "I wonder, how they gonna react when they realize what they did during the common sense disruption that I caused, haha..." Karl chuckled.

    [ Common Sense Hijack System ]

    [ Everyone will forget it ]

    Karl frowned, "wait what? So no one will remember what they Did before?"

    [ Correct, all events caused by the common sense disruption made by the host will be erased from the universe ]

    Karl's eyes widened in shock. "What? That's insane!"

    [ Every common sense that host was Made, implemented to the whole world ]

    [ Universe will make sure the whole world goes back to its original state ]

    [ Memories and any recorded video/audio will disappear. ]

    Karl's mind was blown as he tried to process this information. "So... That's really cool anyway, ahhahaha..."

    Gulp...

    Karl swallowed nervously, Karl remembered his gorgeous boss.

    Not only that, Karl also thought about the MILF neighbor in his apartment.

    "Damn, next I'm gonna make a new common sense 'giving sexual satisfaction to neighbors is normal' hahhaha..."

    Karl's perverted soul awakened, "mweheheh..." He grinned widely.

    Suddenly his eyes widened, his smile disappearing. "Wait, implemented to the whole world?"

    Karl shook his head, "Hell no, I can't let my grandma do dirty stuff to her neighbor!"

    Karl scratched his head, "Damn, there's no way I can live a life like an anime MC who gets everything he wants,"

    Karl sighed, his eyes staring blankly ahead, disappointment evident as he realized the common sense he created would be applied to the entire world.

    Who would have the heart if his grandma did some nasty stuff to her neighbor?

    Even Karl also remembered that he had a sister and a mother.

    However, this is not the end, the fun story will still unfold for Karl. There's no way this interesting story will just end like that.

    Karl's face dropped to the floor, his eyes filled with disappointment.

    "Damn, I even can't kiss the gorgeous Milfs out there as a system owner."

    [ Host can use SpankSome for that ]

    "SpankSome?" Karl frowned.

    [ SpankSome is a skill that can change the common sense of the selected target, without affecting the entire world. Host will only affect the selected target ]

    Karl felt like jumping, "C'mon tell me how!? Show me!"

    [ SpankSome still locked ]

    "What's locked? How do I unlock that?"

    Karl's excitement grew.

    [ Host must reach level 5 to unlock the SpankSome skill ]

    "Level? Level 5" Karl frowned, "Oh... System, I remember if I have a system I will have stats!"

    "System, show me the stats!" Karl commanded.

    [ DING ]

    [ Common Sense Hijack System ]

    [ Name ] : Karl - Store Clerk

    [ Level ] : 1

    [ Title ] : Novice Hijacker

    [ XP ] : 140/200

    [ HP (Hijack Points) ] : 30

    Hijack Points (HP) are used to alter or change common sense on the panel. Each hijack will reduce a certain amount of points depending on the extent of the change made.

    Karl, looking at the panel in front of him, smiled,

    "wow... Looks like a game,"

    "But, damn level 1!? there's still 4 level that i should reach before i can full fill my desire!"

    Karl, unable to bear the pervert thoughts that start creeping into his mind, Karl asked the System,

    "Is there any other way to level up?

    [ DING ]

    [ No, Host should wait for the next day ]

    "Shit!"

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    Chapter 6

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    The Next Day,

    Karl chilling again at the Convenience store cashier, checking out the clock. It was only opening time, around 09:00 Am, but his mind was occupied with one thing: how to level up as fast as possible and unlock the SpankSome skill. 

    He was biting his nails, waiting for the last customer to leave before starting his new plan.

    "If I can just hijack the common sense of one person, I'll definitely have the most beautiful moment with my MILF neighbor," he mumbled, still reminiscing about the curves of his neighbor's beautiful booty.

    Karl was getting more and more frisky,

    "Ugh.. I want my cock sandwiched in between those cheeks..."

    While Karl was fantasizing, suddenly,

    [ DING ]

    [ New Daily Quest Available ]

    [ Add One Habit On One Common Sense ]

    > Description: Adding a new habit to one common sense.

    > Example: People have to scratch their butts if they drink while standing.

    Karl smiled wide.

    "Perfect timing,"

    "Time to level up!"

    he said while crossing his arms.

    After making sure the store was empty, he started looking at the panel in front of him.

    "Alright, let's try something small first."

    His hand tapped on the system screen, trying to find inspiration. 

    "Okay, let's make something simple…"

    ---

    [ Common Sense Hijack System ]

    > Common Sense: People must pay at the cashier

    > Add habit : must leave a tip coin at the cashier after paying

    ---

    "Sounds harmless enough," Karl thought.

    "Well, I need some extra cash too."

    Without hesitation, Karl pressed the button,

    "Enter."

    Suddenly, an unseen aura spread around him. The system was active, and now he just had to wait for the results.

    Not long after Karl pressed the enter button, an old man entered the Convenience store to buy a pack of cigarettes.

    Karl casually attended to him, observing his movements from behind the cashier desk.

    As the old man paid, he automatically put some tip coins on the table before walking out without saying anything.

    Karl held back a chuckle.

    "Haha, it's working!"

    "Yahoeee... Eazy Money!!"

    However, the joy didn't last long. 

    Five minutes later, a mother with a young child entered the store. 

    After paying, the mother obediently left coins on the cashier table. But this time, her face looked puzzled.

    "These milf must be starting to feel weird," 

    Karl thought, but he didn't really care. 

    Coin after coin continued to pile up on the table, and Karl began to feel delighted.

    But, a moment later, the Convenience store door opened again. 

    This time, a young man who looked like a student entered. As he approached the cashier table, he paused for a moment, stared at Karl, and forced a awkward smile.

    "Why does everyone here feel the need to leave a tip?" he suddenly asked.

    Karl was speechless, not expecting someone to notice the change so quickly.

    The student chuckled, then still placed some coins on the table, but his face grew even more perplexed. Karl started to feel a bit anxious.

    ---

    [ Host, be careful! Running daily quests too often in the same place will cause imbalance ]

    [ Ensure the next usage of the Common Sense Hijack System is in a different location ]

    ---

    "Wait, what?" Karl panicked.

    "What's wrong? the Common Sense affects the entire world and will be erased eventually!"

    [ During the Common Sense Hijack System, hijacking or creating new Common Sense. The Common Sense Hijack System will leave a trace, a buildup of traces will cause the Common Sense Hijack System to error and must be deactivated ]

    "Shit! I don't wanna lose this system,"

    "By the way, what kinda traces?"

    [ Useless energy, useless energy is waste that comes from the process when the Common Sense Hijack System uses universe energy to create or hijack Common Sense ]

    "Alright, so next quest I should do it in another place," Karl nodded slowly.

    [ The Universe will recycle Useless Energy back into universe energy ]

    [ The process will take around 7 days for the universe ]

    "So, within seven days from now, I can't use the Common Sense Hijack System here."

    ---

    The Convenience store door opened again. 

    This time, his boss walked in. The middle-aged woman who have a big cake on her backside and always looked strict and authoritative entered with her purse.

    "Karl, I'm going to check the stock for a moment," she said in a flat tone. 

    She was unaware that something strange was happening.

    However, as she approached the cashier to pay for a bottle of mineral water, Karl knew this was the moment to test the limits of this system. He gazed at his boss with a hint of nervousness, trying to stay calm.

    The woman paid, and as predicted by Karl, her hand started to move to leave a tip coin on the table.

    But suddenly, she stopped. Her eyes looked at the coins, then furrowed.

    "What is this? why are there so many coins here?" his boss muttered.

    Karl froze.

    "Uh, don't know, Ma'am," he answered with an awkward smile.

    The boss stared at Karl sharply. "Why do I feel like I have to give extra money every time I pay here?"

    Karl tried to come up with a reason. "M-maybe... a new habit, Ma'am?"

    The woman wasn't buying it. She kept staring at the coins, as if trying to remember something odd. Karl knew he had to do something quickly before it got worse.

    ---

    [ DING ]

    [ Common Sense Hijack System starting to error ]

    [ Emergency Hijack Available: Everyone around the Convenience store will immediately forget their actions in the last 5 minutes ]

    - Cost : 30 Hijack Points 

    ---

    Without thinking twice, Karl pressed the emergency hijack button.

    Instantly, his boss's expression changed. She looked at the coins again, but this time without suspicion.

    "Oh, okay then. I'm gonna check the warehouse first." Calmly, she walked to the back of the store, as if nothing had happened.

    Karl let out a long sigh, almost not believing he had escaped from that dangerous situation.

    "Geez, this is too risky if continued,"

    Karl mumbled, his eyes on the diminishing Hijack Points in the corner of the panel.

    "I really gotta pull off this madness somewhere else later!"

    ---

    [ DING! ]

    [ Hijack Points ]: 00

    Karl's eyes widened, "Damn, zero? I lost all my hijack Points damn it..."

    ---

    [ Quest Still Available ]

    [ Add One Habit In One Common Sense ]

    > Description: Adding a new habit to an existing common sense.

    > Example: People have to scratch their butts if they drink while standing.

    Karl stared at the Common Sense Hijack System panel,

    "Aghh..." Karl sighed.

    "I'll do that later, eh... there's no time limit?"

    [ Every First Daily Quest has no time limit ]

    "But, if the quest isn't complete yet. there's no more quest?"

    [ Yes... ]

    "Madderfugggerrrrs...."

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    Chapter 7

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Karl was staring at the panel with high hopes. "Ughh..."

    Karl sighed, feeling the pressure as all the opportunities in front of him seemed to be dwindling. 

    "No time limits, so I guess I can finish this later, or rather, HAVE TO!!!"

    ***

    When the clock struck 5 in the evening, Karl's work shift was over.

    Karl stepped out, his mind still focused on the unfinished quest. Before heading home, he encouraged himself,

    "I have to be bold and talk to her! Mrs. Julia I want you..."

    Julia is the woman Karl desires. A beautiful woman older than Karl, Julia is kind-hearted and helpful to others, Karl always watch her help others, but Karl didn't have enough bravery to talk to her.

    Karl always gets annoyed when he sees Julia's husband, because Julia's husband has the physique of an ugly bastard in adult anime that he once watched.

    After a few minutes of walking, Karl arrived near his apartment building. 

    He stared at Julia disposing of trash.

    "Come on, Karl, this is your chance," he whispered to himself before daring to strike up a conversation with Julia.

    Karl remembered the quest from the Common Sense Hijack System, 

    "Shit... today is my lucky day!"

    The panel of the Common Sense Hijack System appeared with Karl's will.

    [ Common Sense Hijack System Panel ]

    > Common Sense: People should say "thank you" when praised.

    > Add Habit: After saying "thank you," the praised person must hug the praiser.

    Karl was about to press the 'Enter' button.

    "This isn't too over the top, maybe in my grandma's village they only hug people who praise them, it's okay!"

    Karl pressed Enter.

    [ Hijack Success ]

    - Duration: 00:03:00

    "Only three minutes? shit... I can't waste this opportunity!"

    Karl walked up to Julia.

    "You get this! You are a man!!" Karl cheered himself on.

    As Karl stood one step away from Julia.

    "Hi.. mmm... ma.. ma'am..." Karl was extremely awkward, even though he liked Julia, Karl didn't dare to talk to Julia.

    Julia glanced at Karl,

    Gulp... Karl swallowed hard.

    "Oh, Hi there," Julia smiled, "Sorry, what's your name young man?" Julia asked kindly.

    "M... My na... name.. is Karl.." Karl suddenly sounded foolish.

    "Karl, oh hi Karl, it's rare for you to talk to me, you usually ignore me hahahahaha..." Julia laughed, "Oh by the way, My name is Julia, Julia Hot-onna."

    Karl nodded and cursed himself in his mind, "Come on, don't be a coward..."

    "Yo... You so gorgeous.."

    "Hm? Ow... Thank You..." Julia then hugged Karl.

    The soft Milf pads still covered in clothes stuck to Karl's chest.

     "It works!" he yelled in his mind.

    Julia stared at him, puzzled. 

    "Something weird is going on, huh?" she asked, noticing Karl's expression and releasing their hug.

    "Uh, no, your hair is really beautiful!" he quickly replied, trying to hide his excitement.

    "Thank you..." Julia hugged Karl again.

    You look like an angel...

    You so beautiful....

    Karl continued to praise Julia until Julia kept hugging him.

    [ DING ]

    - Hijack Duration: 00:01:00

    ---

    Karl bid farewell to Julia.

    Karl walked to his apartment room, 

    "Damn...I almost lost my control...my d is hard now.... But... it feels so fucking good.."

    "YAAAHOEEE...." Karl shouted in his mind.

    This mission seemed to go smoothly, but Karl knew, as many hugs as Julia gave him, the world would forget, even Julia.

    And later, at night maybe Julia would receive her husband's sperm who looks like an ugly bastard in the hentai anime that you've been watched.

    ---

    [Quest Complete!

    - Reward: 50 Hijack Points (HP), 20 XP.

    Karl see the panel and sigh.. "Damn it, little XP..."

    Once at the apartment, Karl sat on the bed, opening his system panel once again. 

    "Alright, I'm waiting for a more fun quest, come on system!!," he whispered. 

    "Maybe I could try to complete quests in random places or in public places like parks or cafes." Karl mumbled.

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    Chapter 8

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Karl gazed up at the ceiling of his apartment, a contented smile gracing his face.

    That day felt like a small victory, even though it was merely a hug from Julia.

    "This is only the beginning," he mused.

    "Once SpankSome unlocked, I will bring you even more joy, my Julia, hehehhe…"

    Karl's smile widened. He reached for the Common Sense Hijack System panel again, yearning for a new quest that was more exciting and challenging.

    [ Common Sense Hijack System ]

    [ New Quest Available ]

    [ More Than Attidude ! ]

    - Target : Customers in the fast food store.

    - Objective: Transform their expressions of gratitude into something beyond mere words.

    ----

    "Suii… This quest offers more details." Karl studied the Common Sense Hijack System panel.

    A chuckle escaped him.

    "This system maybe not make me too Op, Like in web novel entitled  'I Have A System From Great Demon Asmodeus.' that i was read."

    "Even if I don't attract the Ancient Bish. At least later, i can show my love to modern MILFs hahahhaha…" he thought, shaking his head with a broad grin.

    A surge of curiosity stirred within him; he wondered what it would be like to be pampered by elegant modern MILFs.

    "Alright, let's set that imagination aside for now; it's time to complete the quest… yahooeee…"

    Karl jumped with joy. He glanced at the wall clock, noting he still had time to relax at the Fast Food Store near his apartment before the day fully concluded.

    "Lesss gooo..."

    Upon arriving at the fast food store, Karl settled at a table by the window. He surveyed the scene, observing the customers engrossed in their various activities. Some worked diligently on their laptops, while others engaged in casual conversations with friends. Karl opened his system panel, ready to initiate the next hijack.

    [ Common Sense Hijack System Panel ]

    > Common Sense: Individuals must pay for their food by giving a hug to the worker.

    Without a second thought, Karl pressed the 'Enter' button. The panel transformed with a ding signaling the hijack's success.

    "Five minutes? Enough time to give some warmth to those underpaid fast food workers hahahha…" he murmured.

    Moments later, a male customer approached the register, having finished his coffee and preparing to pay. Karl watched attentively.

    "Thank you, sir," the man said to the worker, smiling.

    "Oh, thank you!" responded the worker.

    Then something surprising happened. The man, without hesitation, embraced the fast food worker, who appeared bewildered but did not resist. "Today, I'm happy," the worker said, looking awkward yet returning the embrace with a stiff smile.

    Karl stifled a laugh. "Be happy, low-paid brother," he whispered quietly.

    After the man, a woman who had just finished with her laptop approached the register. Just like before, after paying for her food, she spontaneously hugged the worker.

    This time, the fast food worker seemed even more joyful; a wide smile blossomed on her lips as she began to glance around, perhaps alleviating her stress from low wages and demanding customers with that embrace.

    Karl sat back, relishing the peculiar scene while occasionally sipping his drink. "Wow... He's really happy, hahhaha…" he thought to himself.

    [ DING ]

    - Hijack Duration: 00:01:00

    Karl stood up, paid for his food, and exited the Fast Food Store with a sense of fulfillment.

    "Help my fellow underpaid workers brings me an inner satisfaction, hahhaha…" he contemplated.

    But as he stepped outside, he pondered,

    "Do i look like a hero? Hmm, sure not... this is just a touch of empathy for those with terible wages." A faint smile graced his face.

    ----

    [ Quest Complete! ]

    - 50 Hijack Points, 30 XP

    ---

    Karl strolled home to his apartment.

    "Hmmm... just two quests today... when will the next one appear?"

    ---

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦

  
  




  Chapter 9
  

  


  
    
    Chapter 9

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    [ DING ]

    Karl totally stopped his step, checking out the panel system in front of him when he heard that familiar voice in his head.

    [ New Quest Available : ]

    [ Anti-Boundaries ! ]

    - Target: Other peoples in your apartment building.

    - Objective: Turn their light conversation vibes into some deep personal confessions.

    Karl's eyes widened with excitement. "Deep personal confessions? This is gonna be fun," he thought to himself.

    "I can already imagine how wild this is gonna get," he muttered, letting a grin spread across his face.

    Without wasting any time, he strutted his way to the apartment building, with a skip in his step.

    His mind started going wild, thinking about all the possibilities of how this quest would go down.

    He pictured his neighbors, usually all low-key and secretive, suddenly spilling embarrassing childhood stories, relationship dramas, or even hidden financial struggles they've been keeping to themselves for years.

    Karl was practically buzzing with anticipation to see what would unfold.

    When he reached the entrance of the building, his grin widened even more. He decided that the best place to trigger the hijack was in the hallway.

    This is where most residents gathered after work or school, chatting it up before retreating to their own apartments. This place would be the perfect stage for the little chaos he was about to create.

    Karl quickly checked the panel in front of him, setting up the hijack with precision.

    [ Common Sense Hijack System ]

    > Common Sense: It's totally normal for peoples to spill deep personal confessions during daily conversation.

    Karl pointed his finger to the 'Enter' button, and with a swift tap, the hijack was activated.

    The familiar ding sound signaled the start of the chaos.

    ---

    [ Hijack Success ]

    - Duration: 00:10:00

    ---

    "Let's see how this goes down," he mused, leaning casually against the wall.

    Soon enough, he saw a group of residents huddled near the elevator.

    There were three young women and two dudes, all engaged in light banter. Usually, their conversation were just small talk or daily stuff, but this time, something was different. Karl could see subtle shifts in their body language, as if the hijack was taking over.

    One of the dudes, usually quiet and barely nodding, suddenly approached with a serious look. He was from the fourth floor, someone who rarely spoke more than a few words in social settings.

    "You know," he said in a low but intense tone, "sometimes I imagine you guys massaging my D. Like... ughhh... I really wanna get rough and dirty with you all!"

    One of the women blinked, clearly taken aback by the sudden turn in conversation.

    Before she could respond, she found herself speaking, as if a strong force compelled her to open up.

    "My suspicions were correct," she said, her voice trembling. "You always seemed weird, but hey, I often play with myself down there since my bf's D can't satisfy my cravings!"

    Karl almost burst out laughing.

    "Hell yeah, that's insane.." he thought, witnessing confessions flowing like crazy.

    They shared without hesitation, and Karl could see how bizarre this was for them—yet they kept going as if it was the most normal thing in the world.

    The second dude, known as the group's clown, didn't want to be left out.

    He flashed his signature wide grin, and with a serious face, began to speak.

    "Truth be told," he said, lowering his head, "I've been hiding this for years, I like buying used women's undies from shady online shops!"

    Silence hung over the group for a moment.

    Everyone was fixed on the dude's confession, but soon enough, another woman started speaking, her eyes welling up.

    "I've never told this to anyone before, but ever since I moved here, I've felt so alone," she said.

    "Every night, I just sit in my apartment feeling like I don't belong in this world."

    Karl stood there, casually leaning against the hallway wall, watching it all with a sense of satisfaction.

    This system was truly something, he thought, feeling like a puppeteer controlling emotions and social interactions around him.

    To him, there was a unique pleasure in watching the social boundaries people had built over years crumble in a matter of seconds, all thanks to his hijack.

    As the hijack timer neared its end, Karl decided to move.

    He strolled leisurely towards the elevator, passing by the group still caught up in their emotional conversations. Each confession felt deeper, more intense, and Karl could only enjoy every moment.

    He gave them a slight nod as he passed, that mischievous grin still playing on his lips. They had no idea what was happening, just trapped in the emotional storm he created.

    ---

    [ DING ]

    - Hijack Duration: 00:01:00

    ---

    Karl smirked as he stepped into the elevator.

    "Better than I expected," he thought contentedly.

    The elevator doors closed, and just before they shut completely, he caught one final glimpse of the group. They seemed calmer now, but there was something different. Despite their heavy and emotional confessions, there was a sense of connection that hadn't been there before.

    Back in his apartment, Karl plopped himself down on the sofa. He stretched his arms lazily, feeling satisfied with what had just unfolded.

    "That was pretty darn entertaining," he muttered with a slight smile on his face. For a few moments, he just lay on the sofa, enjoying the sudden tranquility.

    But the peace didn't last long. The ding from his system rang out again, signaling a new notification.

    [ Quest Complete! ]

    - 80 Hijack points, 50 XP.

    Karl chuckled, proud of how far he'd come with the Common Sense Hijack System. Each quest he completed gave him new experiences, and this achievement further proved that he was getting more adept at manipulating the world around him using the system.

    "What's next? Maybe a quest that really challenges me," he said, half to himself. But deep down, Karl knew that even the smallest hijack could have a profound impact—and that's what made it all the more intriguing.

    Before he could delve further into his thoughts, another ding sounded, grabbing his attention once more.

    [ Congratulations, Host level up to level 2 ]

    Karl's eyes lit up. "Yeah.... 3 level left yahooe....."

    With eager anticipation, he accessed his panel, ready to see the new possibilities awaiting him. Something bigger, stronger, and of course, more entertaining.

    [ DING ]

    [ Common Sense Hijack System ]

    [ Name]: Karl - Store Clerk

    [ Level]: 2

    [ Title]: Novice Hijacker

    [ XP]: 40/300

    [ HP (Hijack Points)]: 210

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    Chapter 10

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Karl was totally vibing with the hype as he scrolled through the freshly updated panel. Leveling up gave him a sense of accomplishment, but also stirred his curiosity about what was to come.

    "Okay, let's see what new goodies I've scored," he muttered, squinting at the screen.

    "Wow, this just keeps getting more lit," he exclaimed, rubbing his hands in joy.

    The potential to create more exciting scenarios was hella tantalizing. He could manipulate a small group of people to reveal secrets or unleash emotions in a more focused way.

    "Imagine the possibilities," he said with a mischievous smile. "I could unite people, stir up chaos, or even help them with their issues while having a blast."

    Karl's thoughts drifted back to the group he had just hijacked. He felt a twinge of guilt mixed with excitement.

    As he savored the chaos, he also wondered if he had gone too far. However, the warmth of their connection in that brief moment made him feel justified. They had shared a burden; maybe it wasn't entirely bad.

    Suddenly, a notification interrupted his reverie.

    ---

    [ New Quest Available! ]

    [ Artistic Desire ]

    - Target: Your Neighbor (Mrs. Thompson).

    - Objective: Get her to spill her secret passion for poetry to you at your next encounter.

    ---

    "This quest is getting more detailed now," he remarked.

    ---

    [ DING ]

    [ Quests with a 'Target' will only impact the specified target ]

    ---

    "Wait, so the common sense hijack earlier only affected folks in this apartment building?" Karl was slightly shocked.

    ---

    [ Correct, Quests will become more detailed. The Hijack Points and XP obtained will increase ]

    ---

    "Sweet deal, but this is kinda tough, but why now?"

    ---

    [ Host has leveled up to level 2 ]

    ---

    "Hehee... no problem..." Karl smiled happily, "Yeah... it's getting close, ugh.. My Julia.." Karl felt his manhood stiffen at the thought of Julia. But,

    "Mrs. Thompson?" he exclaimed, surprised. The middle-aged woman from the second floor was known for her strict demeanor and constant complaints about noise.

    "She's clearly not the type to spill secrets easily, but that just makes this more intriguing," Karl said with a mischievous smile.

    He decided to prepare for the quest. Karl grabbed his notebook and jotted down some ideas on how he could approach her without raising suspicion.

    The last thing he wanted was to freak out Mrs. Thompson or make her think he was up to something evil.

    After a few minutes, he formulated a plan. He would coincidentally run into her when she was taking out the trash. It was the perfect opportunity to start a conversation and steer it towards her hidden passion.

    The next day, Karl stood near the trash area, pretending to be interested in various waste management methods. He had been waiting for Mrs. Thompson for almost twenty minutes when he finally saw her coming out of her apartment.

    Taking a deep breath, he forced a friendly smile on his face.

    "Good morning, Mrs. Thompson!" Karl greeted cheerfully.

    She stared at him, her expression a mix of surprise and annoyance. "Good morning, Karl. What are you doing here?"

    "Just checking out recycling options," he said, pointing to the trash area. "You know, trying to be eco-friendly and all that."

    "Is that so?" she replied, her tone still skeptical but slightly softened by Karl's cheerful demeanor. "I suppose that's commendable."

    Karl seized the opportunity. "You know, I was reading an interesting article about the environmental impact of poetry readings. Did you know that some people believe poetry can change the world?"

    Her brow furrowed, her curiosity momentarily overriding her usual annoyance. "I don't see how that could be true."

    "Really? Poetry is a powerful form of expression. It can convey emotions in ways regular conversation can't. Haven't you ever been inspired by words?"

    Mrs. Thompson hesitated, her walls slowly crumbling. "I... well, I have dabbled in writing poetry a bit. But it's nothing serious. Just silly verses."

    "See! That's the spirit!" Karl encouraged, moving closer. "I'd love to hear your work someday. I'm sure it's amazing!"

    Mrs. Thompson blushed, and Karl could sense she was getting closer to her goal.

    "I'm not sure... I never really share that side of me with anyone," she mumbled, averting her gaze.

    "That's why you should! Everyone deserves to express themselves, and who knows, you might inspire someone!" Karl exclaimed.

    At that moment, on a panel only visible to Karl, he had set up a new common sense for Mrs. Thompson, he hit enter as if shooing a fly away.

    [ Common Sense Hijack System ]

    - Common Sense: It's totally normal to share personal artistic passions with neighbors.

    ---

    [ Hijack Success ]

    - Duration: 00:10:00

    Karl couldn't hide his smile as he saw the change in Mrs. Thompson's demeanor. The tough walls she had built around herself were slowly crumbling.

    "I... maybe just one small poem," she said, a glimmer of joy in her eyes.

    "Yes! Just one! That's all I need," he replied, almost unable to contain his excitement.

    She glanced around as if checking if anyone else was listening, then whispered, "Okay, but just this once. I wrote this one about autumn."

    As she recited her poem, Karl was impressed by the depth of emotion and vivid imagery in her words.

    Clearly, she had a talent that she had hidden for too long, besides her big chest and booty, Mrs. Thompson's potential in the art was also huge.

    "Wow, that was beautiful!" Karl exclaimed sincerely, applauding.

    "You truly have a gift, Mrs. Thompson! You should consider sharing it with others. There are local poetry competitions and open mic nights—"

    "I couldn't possibly," she interjected, her cheeks flushing.

    "Why not? You have a voice worth hearing!"

    As they continued to talk, the once annoying neighbor seemed more open and happy than Karl had ever seen her.

    Karl was ecstatic. This was what he wanted – to know everything, to let lost all boundaries, and make Karl more powerful because held their secret.

    ---

    [ Quest Completed ]

    - 300 Hijack Points, 80 XP

    ---

    "Another successful quest!" he thought, feeling the satisfaction flow through him.

    As Mrs. Thompson finished, she looked more relaxed and content than Karl had ever seen her.

    "Thank you, Karl. I never thought I'd share that with anyone," she admitted, a shy smile appearing.

    "Every now and then! And remember, poetry is always waiting to be expressed," he said, feeling like he had achieved something important.

    After their conversation, Karl returned to his apartment, feeling excited. Each hijack was not just about points or experience; it was about the connections he formed, the lives he touched, and the soft cushions in the lives of modern Milfs with beauty that won't crumble, also he will touch too.

    The world around him felt a little brighter, a little more alive, and his naughty thoughts were piling up.

    Karl's smile widened. "I think I'm starting to like this more than I thought."

    This time, instead of just scrolling through his panel, he pondered the next step in this evolving game.

    "What can I do next?" he asked himself, excited to delve deeper into the boundless potential of the Common Sense Hijack System.

    And with that thought, Karl prepared himself for the next adventure, knowing that the time to give full-on love to the Milfs was drawing near.

    ---

    [ DING ]

    [ Common Sense Hijack System ]

    [ Name]: Karl - Store Clerk

    [ Level]: 2

    [ Title]: Novice Hijacker

    [ XP]: 120/300

    [ HP (Hijack Points)]: 510

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    Chapter 11

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Karl was chilling on the sofa, watching his system screen with a mad satisfaction, getting ready for work with a sly grin. Leveling up ain't just about points or experience—it's also about how he can shape the world around him with invisible hands.

    A power he's getting a grip on. He slid his panel, studying his latest stats.

    "Level 2... This is just the beginning," he whispered, grinning.

    "Quest with a super challenging target,"

    His thoughts drifted back to Mrs. Thompson. The old lady who used to be so rigid has now opened up bit by bit.

    Though it initially seemed a tough task, hijacking her sanity paid off.

    Now, Mrs. Thompson even smiles more often—at least, when she meets Karl, her subconscious feels Karl is someone close to her. But, that good memory starts fading as Karl realizes how hot and tempting Mrs. Thompson is.

    "I want her too," Karl smirked. With each hijack, he dives deeper into this game—twisting others' reality without them knowing.

    There's a thin line between connecting people with good intentions and manipulating them for personal gain.

    And Karl starts to realize how quickly he's plunging into the latter, and it doesn't bother Karl, Karl's happier now that his boring life is over.

    "Ugh... system... give me a new Quest already," he grumbled, more to himself than to the system.

    "Or, I might lose control and beat my own meat!" Suddenly, his mind was interrupted by another notification popping up on the panel.

    [ New Quest Available ! ]

    > Maker Her Act Like A Dog !

    - Target : Mrs. Jane ( Your Manager )

    - Objective : Make her act like a dog.

    Karl paused for a moment.

    Jane.

    That name just made his blood tingle. The woman who always scolded him at work, the tough Manager who always found faults with Karl.

    Now, the system gives him a chance to get back at her in a more directed way. "This is a golden opportunity," he muttered, a wide smile appearing on his face.

    But behind that smile, there's a tiny doubt starting to creep in. "I hate her, but... is this right? Isn't this a bit too much?" Karl shook his head, pushing away the guilt trying to creep in.

    "Ah.. I'm dumb, thinking like a good person. Besides, I'm not really making her behave like a dog."

    "I'm just... nudging her to do it hahah... moreover, what makes me act like a good person hahaha... this low class empathy is so silly!" With new determination, Karl stood up from his sofa and began to plan.

    How could he create a situation that would make Jane act like a dog? Something strange, but enough to satisfy his revenge cravings.

    Something that would change the way she sees Karl forever.

    "Maybe I can set something up at work... Like during break time? Or maybe when at 08:30 before the shift change.." he thought as he planned.

    Karl started looking for ways where he could set the perfect "Time." After all, that's what he's now mastering—manipulating situations, twisting common sense, and creating the outcomes he desires. And this time, the target is something more personal: Jane, his tough Manager.

    Karl felt the adrenaline rushing through his body as he imagined the moment when Mrs. Jane, the Manager who had always been harsh on him, crawled in front of him like a dog. However, he knew it wasn't just about revenge. It's about power.

    Every hijack he does further cements his grip on others' reality, making him feel like a puppet master controlling real-world puppets.

    The system now throws him a new challenge. Something even darker and more tempting than before. Karl chuckled softly as he thought about how far he had already delved into this game.

    "What makes someone lose their humanity? Is it just because of power like this?" Karl pondered, though he already knew the answer.

    Power is addictive. And he's too deep to step back now. Preparing to head to work, Karl carefully planned his steps. Jane usually come to Convenience Store at morning.

    That's the perfect time. The Convenience Store is usually empty at that time, and Karl has full control of the situation.

    He could already picture how satisfied he'd feel as he watched Jane crawling and licking his shoes. "But what's this? I can't hijack until 6 days later, cause the useless energy is still piled up there."

    [ Host can perform Hijack before entering the Convenience Store. As long as having a distance of a few meters while performing the hijack, everything will be safe ]

    "Hehe..." Karl grinned mischievously. Just a few meters before reaching the Convenience Store, where he works, Karl opened the common sense hijack system panel.

    [ Common Sense Hijack System ]

    - Target : Mrs. Jane

    - Common Sense : Manager must greet her employee by behaving like a dog

    ---

    [ Hijack Success ]

    - Duration : 00:10:00

    --

    "Ten minutes is more than enough hahahha...." Upon arriving at work, Karl acted as usual.

    He greeted Jane with a sly smile, trying to hide his wicked plans behind a friendly facade.

    In an instant, Jane's eyes seemed to lose focus. Her expression turned blank and rigid, as if she had lost control of herself.

    Karl approached, his heart pounding as he watched the system work. Jane, who usually stood tall with a superior attitude, now started to stoop.

    Her hands slowly touched the floor, and she began to crawl clumsily.

    "Hey, sir.. woof... woof... arf arf..." Jane's tongue wagged. Karl stood there, watching with a victorious gaze.

    This was the moment he had been waiting for. Mrs. Jane, who had been his biggest enemy at work, now knelt before him, behaving like a dog.

    "Lick my shoe," Karl ordered in a calm yet chilling voice.

    "Woof... woof..." Jane nodded.

    Without hesitation, Jane lowered her head and started licking Karl's shoe. It was an absurd sight, beyond reason, yet satisfying at the same time.

    Karl felt like a god who could bend reality to his will.

    But beneath that triumph, there was something gnawing at him. Something uncomfortable, like a small shadow in the corner of his mind warning him that he had gone too far.

    But Karl ignored that feeling. "This is just the beginning," he murmured softly as he watched Jane continue to follow his commands.

    The system had given him power, and he was determined to make the most of it. Karl watched Jane still on her knees, moving her tongue over his shoe.

    The intensity of satisfaction he felt was overwhelming, but in the corner of his mind, a voice of doubt kept trying to break through, despite his efforts to ignore it. "This is the deserved payback for all her behavior," he thought, suppressing the faint guilt.

    However, the longer he watched, the more tempted he became by Jane's enticing booty. The beautiful butt forming a half-love pattern, her white pants giving a bright color that made Jane's butt even more tempting.

    This hijack felt even more enjoyable than before. Karl grabbed his cock in his pants, "Damn... I thought ten minutes was enough.. damn... I want her butt too!!"

    ---

    - Duration : 00:05:00

    ---

    "You can stop now," he said, trying to stop Jane.

    Jane responded by ceasing her licking, she knelt back while fixing her hair. Karl, seeing her, felt more restless, "Fuck... wish the duration was longer..." he muttered while staring at Jane kneeling with slightly messy hair.

    "Stop! that's enough !" he said with a low voice.

    Jane returned to her normal behavior, grabbing the financial report notes, and five minutes passed.

    ---

    [ Quest Complete ]

    - 200 Hijack Points, 100 XP

     ---

    Karl went to the bathroom and checked his stats.

    [ DING ]

    [ Common Sense Hijack System ]

    [ Name ]: Karl - Store Clerk

    [ Level ]: 2

    [ Title ]: Novice Hijacker

    [ XP ]: 210/300

    [ HP ( Hijack Points )] : 710

    "Wow... great, the reward is no joke.." Karl laughed.

    In the bathroom, he felt anxious and wanted to beat his own meat, "Ugh... damn, I have to hold it for now!" Karl walked out of the bathroom, heading towards the cashier area.

    "Karl.." Jane called him from behind.

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    Chapter 12

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Karl's heart raced as Jane called his name from behind. He quickly calmed himself, hiding a sly smile before turning to face his boss.

    "Yes, Mrs. Jane?" He tried to keep his tone casual, even though his mind was racing. Did Jane realize something? Could the system have glitched and made her remember the strange things that had just happened?

    Jane walked closer, her expression cold and professional as usual. There was no sign of the strange behavior she had displayed earlier. In fact, her face seemed more annoyed than before. "Did you finish organizing the stock in the storage room yesterday?" she asked, folding her arms.

    Karl felt a wave of relief wash over him. It seemed the hijack had worked perfectly—Jane didn't remember the bizarre events, like crawling on the floor or licking his shoes. To Jane, everything seemed normal.

    "Of course, everything's neatly arranged," Karl responded smoothly. "You can check it if you want."

    Jane didn't bother to check. She gave a short nod before heading back to her office. Karl watched her go, while the memory of Jane's embarrassing actions remained fresh in his mind.

    However, the satisfaction he initially felt slowly morphed into something darker. Karl wasn't just toying with other people's common sense; he was changing them—making them act against their natural instincts. And, worse, he enjoyed it.

    Karl lifted his chin, pushing aside any doubts that had momentarily surfaced. Guilt? That was a foolish feeling, useless. A sly grin crept back onto his face. This power made him feel alive, and he wasn't going to stop just because of some weak, human emotion.

    "Just wait until I can use SpankSome," he muttered, still staring at Jane's office door. "I'll make you be my obedient servant."

    He reopened his system panel, watching his growing stats. Every hijack gave him a satisfaction he couldn't find in his previous life. Jane was just the beginning. Karl was starting to realize that the deeper he delved into this game, the more he enjoyed the control he had.

    "Maybe I should release some of this built-up frustration later," he said softly to himself. "With SpankSome, and she'll be my first."

    Karl grinned. 

    Karl closed the panel and walked confidently back to the cashier's desk. If there was one thing he had learned from this system, it was that he could shape the world according to his will. And no one could stop him.

    Leaning against the cashier's desk, he began plotting his next move. Jane might have been a fun target, but there were plenty of others he could control, twist, and break. "After Jane, it'll be Mrs. Thompson, and finally, my favorite milf, Mrs. Julia," he thought with an even wider grin.

    Karl was eagerly awaiting the day he reached level 5. For him, Jane and Mrs. Thompson were just ordinary milfs, unlike Julia, who was always on his mind. And he was ready to seize every opportunity to love Julia fully, with his playful touch, of course.

    Karl went back to his annoying job, receiving complaints from grumpy customers and getting yelled at by his irritating manager throughout the day.

    ---

    Karl was finally done with his shift, and go home.

    At Karl's apartement.

    He sat on his couch, his fingers swiftly tapping his phone screen, searching for some entertainment after days of being busy at the mini-mart.

    Karl didn't want to use the Common Sense Maker carelessly, as his grandmother and family would also be affected. He didn't want his family doing something dirty, even if it would be erased from everyone's memory by the universe.

    While browsing the internet, he came across a webnovel titled I Have A System from Great Demon Asmodeus. Karl grinned.

    "It's been a while since I've read this. After all the crazy terms like 'Ancient bish' and 'modern holy stick,' I wonder what other strange terms this author has come up with?"

    He started reading the novel and was instantly entertained. The story was about someone who received a system from Asmodeus, one of the kings of hell. Karl was really into the webnovel because the MC in the novel had the same fate as him.

    The difference was that the protagonist in the novel had unique skills like "Childfree," which allowed the MC to have sex without the risk of pregnancy, while Karl didn't have any special skills yet because his level was still low.

    "This is hilarious… so weird... caramel meat hole? Damn... this author is something else," he muttered as he continued reading.

    When he reached the last available chapter in the privilege section, a strange idea crossed his mind.

    "Hmm… I'm pretty entertained. How about I give this author a little appreciation?" Karl chuckled to himself.

    "Hahha... those unique terms are stuck in my head," Karl said, laughing.

    He quickly opened the Common Sense Maker. His fingers moved swiftly as he typed in a new common sense rule.

    ---

    [ Common Sense Maker ]

    - Common Sense: Anyone who saw the webnovel entitled I Have A System From Great Demon Asmodeus will send gifts, power stones, and give 5 star rating for that book.

    - Duration: 00:01:00

    ---

    "Alright, let's see what happens." Karl grinned with satisfaction. With one touch, the hijack was set into motion.

    [ Common Sense Has Been Made ]

    - 210 Hijack Points Consumed.

    - Duration: 00:01:00

    Now, anyone who saw the novel would feel a strong urge to support the author, whether through gifts, power stones, or even overflowing positive comments.

    Karl leaned back, laughing softly. "Enjoy the little appreciation from me, author!"

    ***

    Meanwhile, somewhere in a third-world country...

    Lil_Asmodeus, the author of I Have a System from Great Demon Asmodeus, stared at his phone screen with sparkling eyes. It felt like a dream come true. Every time he checked his webnovel dashboard, the number of gifts and power stones had increased dramatically.

    "Wow… this is awesome!" he murmured, smiling widely. "Next month, I might actually have some real money."

    Such a sudden surge of support should have made Lil_Asmodeus ecstatic.

    He accepted the increase in support with great joy, without any doubts.

    Until he tilted his head and frowned.

    "Why am I so excited about something as normal as this?" he thought. "Strange… why am I so happy about something so typical?"

    A new notification popped up, informing him that nine power stones and five gifts had just been received from unfamiliar readers.

    AXXX... just sent you 3 power stones.

    BXXX... just sent you 6 power stones.

    CXXX... has gifted I Have A System From Great Demon Asmodeus a Magic castle!

    DXXX... has gifted I Have A System From Great Demon Asmodeus a Magic castle!

    EXXX... has gifted I Have A System From Great Demon Asmodeus a Spacecraft!

    FXXX... has gifted I Have A System From Great Demon Asmodeus a Golden Gachapon!

    GXXX... has gifted I Have A System From Great Demon Asmodeus a Golden Gachapon!

    _____

    *****

    AXXX...

    Take this five star, sorry i forgot to gave it more early hahha.... fool me, forgot this common behavior..

    _____

    *****

    BXXX...

    Of course i gave it five star, because it should be..

    ______

    Lil_Asmodeus smiled, thinking it was a normal thing.

    Lil_Asmodeus had no idea this was the result of a hijack, and he felt nothing strange at all.

    Calmly, he continued writing the next chapter. For him, everything was going normally. There was nothing to question.

    "So strange, why does something so ordinary motivate me to write more?"

    ---

    [ A/N: I hope you all get affected too this time XD ]

    ---

    Karl stretched out on the couch, satisfied with the results of his actions. As he scrolled through his phone, he read the glowing reviews from readers who had just been hijacked.

    "They're all caught in the scenario I created," he muttered with satisfaction.

    Without directly touching a single person, Karl had managed to manipulate hundreds, all through his system. This was more than just control over a few people around him. This was true power, spreading without limits, seeping into the minds of people without them even realizing it

    "Even though my system isn't from the great demon Asmodeus, this system will make me too OP!"

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    Chapter 13

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Karl flashed a smug grin as he leaned back on the couch. The mind-bending power of the Common Sense Maker had spread far and wide, and he knew that at this very moment, hundreds—maybe even thousands—were ensnared in its system's grip.

    In a split second, writers and readers from all corners of the world had fallen prey to its hijack, oblivious to the fact that their desire to support the webnovel stemmed from something unnatural.

    Suddenly, he clutched his head in both hands.

    "Oh no! Are my mom and sister going to splurge their cash to gift that smut book too?"

    The shock hit him like a tiny electric shock, surprising and avoidable in an instant.

    Karl sighed, feeling relieved, and mumbled, "There's no way they'll stumble upon a smut novel like that. Algorithm will never give them a chance."

    "Besides, their reads are probably about some CEO falling in love with a random girl or about wives getting hurt and then being visited by unrealistic luck."

    "Aunt? hmm... especially her, her favorite novels are the ones that romanticize sexual harassment and infidelity."

    "Even if they read smut, the book must be filled with unrealistic alpha werewolf or some vampire. For sure they will never touch a book with some degenerate MC, and Algorithm-kun will never show them anyway, Hahha..."

    Karl shook his head, attempting to shake off those unsettling thoughts.

    He had to stay focused on his goal: giving his sexy neighbor milf some major love.

    Every time he thought about those modern milfs, he felt something get hard and growing, but it wasn't his motivation.

    While they might not have the same soft nature, a bit of roughness also appealed to Karl's desires.

    "Alright, focus, Karl, don't beat your goddamn meat, hold back... save it for those modern Milfs you crave!" he muttered to himself.

    "Come on system, give me a quest..." Karl pleaded.

    His plea was answered by the universe's response, the system swiftly appeared and presented Karl with a new quest.

    -----

    [ New Quest Available! ]

    > Hit the gym and change something !

    - Target: Gym (Wherever)

    - Objective: Create a unique common sense in a gym.

    - Time Limit: 3 Hours

    ---

    "Time Limit? Crap... getting more detailed, damn where do I go? I don't even have a gym membership anymore..."

    Karl furrowed his brow, feeling confused as he had never been to a gym.

    Remembering how often he planned to go to the gym and it never happened, Karl felt a twinge of regret.

    "Well then, I have to find a gym I can access for cheap or even free," he muttered, the voices in his head feeling like a debate between anxiety and enthusiasm.

    "Whatever it takes to level up!"

    He grabbed his phone, searching for a list of nearby gyms.

    As his fingers moved across the screen, he could feel the tension in his stomach, a mix of excitement and nervousness.

    After a few minutes, he found a local gym that offered free daily access on certain days.

    "Yes! This is it!" he shouted, almost jumping off the couch.

    Karl quickly dressed in a black hoodie and long training pants.

    He glanced at the mirror and adjusted his hair.

    Even though he wasn't planning to start a healthy lifestyle, at least he didn't want to look like a fool in there.

    After making sure nothing was forgotten, he left the house and hurried to the gym.

    The gym was called Unril Gym, with a slogan "make the unreal be real."

    Karl entered, the atmosphere quite serene.

    Gulp...

    Karl swallowed hard, his eyes locking onto a woman with a beautiful booty preparing to use the Leg press machine.

    His heart raced as he gazed at her, mesmerized by the sight before him.

    He tried to look away and focus on his surroundings.

    Inside the gym, most people seemed focused on their individual workouts, creating a somewhat tense atmosphere dominated by women.

    "Focus, Karl. Remember this mission!" he whispered to himself, trying to calm down.

    He walked further into the gym.Karl smiled to himself "I need a good move..." Karl headed to the bathroom.

    Before entering the bathroom. The room was quiet, only the sound of running water from the faucet and the pungent smell of cleaner filled the air.

    Quickly, he made sure no one else was inside, then entered one of the stalls.

    After locking the door, Karl took a deep breath, trying to control himself.

    He could feel his heart rate increasing. The action he was about to take was crucial for his quest, and he couldn't fail.

    "Okay, focus," he said to himself. "You need to create a unique common sense in this gym." Karl recalled his mission goal.

    However, he didn't know what common sense he should create. He looked at the mirror above the sink.

    His reflection showed a determined face, with a hint of nervousness. He wanted to ensure that whatever he did, it would bring him satisfaction.

    "Alright, let's do this!"

    He opened the system panel and looked at the common sense hijack system panel.

    With the gym's thick-bootied ladies and the seductive sight of a woman using the Leg press machine when he first walked in.

    He wanted to change how people rested after and before starting their sets, transforming their monotonous routines into more creative and enjoyable ones.

    ---

    [Common Sense Hijack System]

    - Common Sense: Everyone must squeeze and rub a cock with their butt cheeks before and after using the Leg press machine.

    ---

    [ Hijack Success ]

    - Duration : 00:15:00

    ---

    "Mwheheheh..." Karl smirked.

    Karl adjusted his already hard cock to point upwards made his cock head facing towards his belly, and walk out from the bathroom.

    "This is gonna be fun heheh..." he thought, noticing that most people seemed isolated in their own routines.

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    Chapter 14

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Karl totally looking at the woman who was working the Leg press machine earlier, and slowly but surely, the effects of the system started kicking in.

    At first, nothing dramatically changed, but slowly, one by one, people who approached the machine began showing some strange signs of discomfort.

    One woman who wanted to use the leg press machine seemed confused and lost. The woman in grey yoga pants scratched her head while looking around.

    Karl watched all of this with major enthusiasm, observing every tiny move that indicated a change in the Woman's behavior.

    "Are they really going to do it?" he whispered to himself, anticipation building up.

    Karl approached the Leg press machine. The woman hesitated for a moment, but suddenly, she started doing this weird move, directing her booty towards Karl's crotch.

    In a half-squat position, the Woman glanced at Karl, "Umm... Can I rub your cock with my butt, I need to start my workout set now!"

    "Oh sure, go ahead.." Karl grinned.

    "This is totally working!" Karl almost jumped for joy.

    With the brand new common sense he just created, the woman started feeling like doing that was a normal thing.

    Karl pushed his thighs forward, "Agh.." Karl held back a moan.

    The warmth of the Woman's grey-clad booty was felt by Karl, her slender back made Karl want to hug her from behind, her hair tied up made Karl want to tug at it.

    Her beautiful butt cleft made Karl want to squeeze it, "Aghh.. this is too good.."

    As the Woman moved her hips to make her booty rub Karl's cock, Karl's cock hardened. Her butt cheeks then sandwiched Karl's cock.

    Grab... Grab...

    Karl, unable to contain his desire, grabbed the Woman's butt cheeks.

    She suddenly stood up,

    Slapp....

    Ahgg...

    Karl's face got slapped, her eyebrow sharply raised. "How dare you!? You have no shame! Doing that disgusting stuff in public!"

    She then used the leg press machine, Karl held his reddened cheek and muttered.

     "Damn! She rubbed my cock but didn't give me permission to touch her butt cheeks!"

    The system suddenly appeared,

    [ Only common sense created/hijacked is applicable ]

    [ In other words, any behavior outside the influence of the common sense hijack system during the hijacking will still have negative consequences on the host. ]

    Karl, seeing that notification on the panel, which he could only see, started grumbling, "Damn.... if I knew, I would've make their butts need to be slapped before using the leg press machine!" Karl held his reddened cheek from the hard slap by the grey-clad Woman, with a jaw-dropping peach.

    Embarrassment mixed with anger, but behind it all, he still felt a strange satisfaction from the situation he just created, of course, because his cock was just sandwiched by that beautiful butt cheeks.

    "Darn, this is like a trap I set for myself," he muttered while sneaking a glance at the system panel now in front of him.

    He reread the message from the system in annoyance.

    "So... I can influence them, but only through the hijack. Beyond that, I still have to be careful. Hmph, this is harder than I thought."

    Karl took a deep breath and reinforced his resolve. Anyway, this was a valuable experience. He now knew the limits of the Common Sense Hijack System and how to utilize it more effectively for safer satisfaction.

    "Alright, then, for the next quest... I have to be more careful," he said to himself, standing up straight again.

    "This is just the beginning," he thought, a sly smile appearing on his face. "She's just starting her set heheh..."

    Karl's prediction was spot-on, despite the Woman's angry face, she still squished and rubbed Karl's cock with her butt cheeks.

    "Shhh..." Karl hissed.

    While she kept moving her hips, "Damn it, if there was another cock available! I definitely wouldn't want to use a guy's cock who acting weird in public." she said while doing weird act.

    "Ah.. haha.. sorry!" Karl smiled warmly and muttered in his head, "Weird? damn I'm called weird by a woman who rubbinng my cock in public with her butt cheeks... ahh.." Karl felt the Woman's butt squeezing tighten.

    The incident repeated, until the Woman started sweating a bit.

    "This is the last one.." she said.

    Euhhmm...

    Karl held back his moan, the warm Woman's butt muscles which had started heating up began clenching Karl's cock in the middle of her butt cheeks, even though covered by pants, Karl could still feel the warmth of her butt's grip.

    After the final rubs and squeezes from the Woman, Karl checked the duration of the Hijack.

    ---

    -Duration: 00:05:00

    ---

    "Wow.. it's about to end and I'll get EXP hahaha...."

    Karl was about to step away from the leg press machine.

    And suddenly he felt a big hand tap his shoulder, and he turned around.

    A beefy dude in a grey tank top, massive arm muscles, and shorts. Stared at Karl and said,

    "MA BOYY...."

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    Chapter 15

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Karl feeling his heart beating faster as the beefy dude slapped his shoulder.

    Like in that instant, Karl started freaking out about all the worst-case scenarios that could go down.

    "Everyone?" Karl remembered that horrifying word from the common sense hijack system, meaning that beefy dude was gonna pull the same move on the grey-pants-wearing lady earlier.

    Karl's heart was racing, his mind was a mess, "No... no..... no.... no.. no!"

    Karl envisioned those big muscle butt cheeks possibly squeezing his package.

    Beefy dude raised an eyebrow, giving Karl a piercing gaze.

    "My boy?" The dude lowered his body a bit, his face creeping closer to Karl with an unpredictable expression.

    Karl swallowed hard, "Uh... what?"

    The dude grinned, flashing his pearly whites. "I also wanna use that leg press machine. So, don't bail on me just yet, Ma Boy!"

    Karl was flustered. "Oh, that... Yeah, sure.. I gotta go—"

    But before Karl could finish his sentence, beefy dude interrupted, "Don't go yet, help me out real quick, Ma Boy..."

    Karl was getting more nervous by the second. He never imagined a situation like this would go down. The beefy dude stashed his bag.

    Suddenly, a notification popped up.

    [ Hijack Duration: 00:03:00 ]

    Karl's time was running out, and he realized that soon, the system's effects would wear off. He had to bounce from this situation before things went south.

    "Uh, sorry, but I gotta get," Karl tried to dodge, but beefy dude once again grabbed his shoulder with his big hand.

    "Where you headed? I'm just getting started. Chill out, Ma Boy..."

    Karl felt even more uneasy. His palms were sweaty, heart pounding. Beefy dude still had a grip on him, like he wasn't letting him bounce just yet. Karl tried to figure out a way to escape without stirring up trouble.

    The dude chuckled, "Relax, bro. We can have some fun right here. You know, in this gym, we all help each other out, right? Maybe you can help me out too, hehe."

    Karl felt the pressure building. He know what the dude meant, but the longer this dragged on, the more he felt the urge to make a run for it.

    Beefy dude started to half-squat in front of Karl, "Let's get going!" his head slightly turning towards Karl's face, "MA BOY.." he said.

    And so the event that would become Karl's worst nightmare began.

    And..

    ----

    [ Quest Completed ! ]

    - 210 Hijack Points, 80 XP

    ----

    ****

    Ma Boy .... Ma.. Boy.... Ma Boy....

    "Damn...." Karl cursed.

    Ugh... Ugh...

    He pounded his pillow, memories of the beefy dude becoming his worst nightmare.

    "Damn it! Why... Why... Why did my D have to get massaged by those beefy muscle cheeks..." Karl grumbled.

    Karl lay on his bed, his face buried in the pillows, every inch of him cloaked in shame and disgust. His mind kept replaying the terrifying moment at the gym—the image of the beefy dude slowly approaching him, his voice echoing in Karl's head, "Ma Boy..."

    Karl writhed, trying to banish the memory from his mind, but the more he tried to forget, the clearer the image became.

    "I don't even want to remember... but why is it so damn hard to shake off!" Karl cursed again, tossing his pillow at the wall. "This is all the system's fault! If that hijack didn't happen, I would never have gone through this!"

    The system, as if hearing his lament, suddenly displayed a notification panel:

    [ Hijack effect has ended. No additional effects recorded on the target. ]

    Karl glared at the panel with pure hatred. "Of course there's none! The effect only messed with me!"

    He took a deep breath, trying to calm himself down. "I gotta be more careful with this hijack in the future... No more reckless moves. Damn it!"

    Karl pondered for a moment, realizing how dangerous this system could be if used carelessly. On one hand, this ability was powerful and could be advantageous, but on the other hand, the effects could spiral out of control quickly.

    With a newfound determination, Karl tried to get up from his bed. Yet, the image of the beefy dude kept haunting his thoughts.

    "Ma Boy..." he murmured, shivering with terror. "Damn... This is seriously traumatizing!"

    Karl sighed and sat up, "Ugh.. annoying!"

    Karl grabbed his phone, a notification popping up on his screen.

    "Woohoo... New chapter from I Have A System From Great Demon Asmodeus."

    Karl glanced at his phone screen again, trying to shift his focus to the latest chapter from I Have A System From Great Demon Asmodeus. 

    As the plot unfolded, his mind slowly zeroed in on the protagonist's adventure using the powers granted by a grand demon to spice up his life.

    "Wow.. Lessgoo? Such a weird character name," Karl mumbled as he read.

    He smiled faintly as he delved into the protagonist's bizarre antics with his harem. "Crazy, reading this makes me feel more at ease. At least there's someone more messed up than me."

    Reading further, Karl felt the tension in his shoulders slowly dissipate. The quirky and mischievous storyline helped push the horrifying gym memory away.

    Karl let out a relieved exhale. "Sometimes novels like this can make me forget about things for a while. Perfect timing." 

    Reading about Mike, the main character's degenerate and humorous antics with a system full of oddities, brought a brief sense of relief, wiping away the anxiety he had just experienced.

    Karl closed his phone momentarily and took a long deep breath. "Okay, gotta be more careful tomorrow. But for now... at least this novel is helping me chill."

    Just when things seemed cool again, Karl's phone show other notification.

    Someone sent a massage for Karl :

    Karl, I can't make it to work tomorrow, can you cover for me...

    Karl's eyes shot sharply at that message,

    "Crap.. Another double shift!?"

    "Ugh, this drama queen!!"

    "I will bang you too, wait for your turn!"

    "Ugh, this is seriously the worst!"

    "Huftt... better rate this webnovel first than think about that bitch!"

    ----

    Karl_Min

    *****

    Good Enough... and absurd hahahhahahaha...

    ----

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    Chapter 16

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Karl continued to mutter quietly, hurling his phone aside after hastily rating the webnovel he had just read.

    He gazed at the ceiling, feeling overwhelmed by the multitude of mishaps that had unfolded that day—ranging from the catastrophe at the gym to an unexpected message from a colleague, it felt as though everything was piling up relentlessly.

    "Such bad luck," he mumbled. "Why must I endure all these irritating events?"

    He sat back, running his fingers through his hair, attempting to dispel the discomfort lingering from earlier incidents. Yet, no matter how hard he tried, the image of the burly man haunted him persistently, his words "Ma Boy" echoing in Karl's mind.

    "I swear, I'll never set foot in that gym again," Karl resolved.

    He could still feel the phantom touch of the man's hand on his shoulder, sending chills down his spine. "Ugh, just thinking about it sends shivers through me."

    However, deep within his heart, Karl understood that evading the gym was not the true solution.

    He faced a far more significant challenge: the hijack system. The unpredictable nature of the system's effects was a double-edged sword, and if he wasn't careful, everything could spiral out of control, far worse than a mere embarrassing incident at the gym.

    "Alright," Karl said, steeling himself. "No more foolish choices. I must learn to wield this system with greater wisdom."

    He opened the system interface, staring intently at the blinking cursor on the hijack panel. The possibilities were endless, but so too was the potential for further mistakes. The thought made his stomach churn slightly, yet Karl pushed the feeling aside.

    "If I'm going to utilize this, I need a plan. I cannot allow this to dominate me. I must take control of the system."

    He studied the screen for a few more moments, then sighed and closed the panel. Tomorrow would be a new day, and perhaps—just perhaps—he could navigate it without encountering another "Ma Boy" moment. But for now, he needed rest to clear his mind. The following day, he would confront his hijack system with a well-crafted strategy.

    Karl lay down on his bed, striving to relax his tense muscles. Yet, the haunting memories of today lingered in his thoughts. Each time he closed his eyes, the image of the burly man with that smug smile reappeared.

    "Ma Boy..." The whisper resonated in his ears, eliciting a groan of frustration from Karl. He drew in a deep breath, trying to focus on something else.

    "No, I cannot allow this to persist. I must regain control over this situation," he murmured, staring at the ceiling of his room.

    He then powered his phone back on, attempting to browse some web novels in his library. "Shit... I must wait until tomorrow to read 'I Have A System From Great Demon Asmodeus,'" he lamented, knowing that that webnovel updated daily.

    Setting his phone aside, he closed his eyes.

    Suddenly, the notification sound of the system interrupted his thoughts.

    [DING]

    Karl jolted upright. "What now?" he muttered, slightly bewildered. "New Quest?"

    ----

    [ New Quest Available! ]

    > Shameless Routine!

    - Objective: Use the system to alter general perceptions at the gym. Create one embarrassing routine to replace warm-ups.

    - Reward: 300 Hijack Points, 150 XP

    - Time Limit: 72 Hours

    ----

    Karl let out a long sigh. "I just said I didn't want to go to the gym again, and now I've been assigned a quest related to it. Seriously, this system seems to revel in complicating my life."

    However, the offered rewards were tempting—300 Hijack Points and 150 XP. Yet, the consequences could be even more dire if the hijack did not unfold as planned.

    He weighed his options carefully. "Alright... This will require a carefully thought-out plan. I cannot just plunge into the gym tomorrow without preparation."

    Karl rose from his bed and began pacing his room, his mind racing as he endeavored to devise the best strategy. After all, he could no longer evade this system. If he wished to succeed, he must harness control over the situation and utilize the system wisely.

    "Tomorrow, the gym will become a new battleground," Karl whispered with determination. "And this time, I will not fail."

    Checking the time on his phone, he noted there was still ample time to prepare a solid strategy. Yet, fatigue began to weigh on him, his body craving rest after a long day. Karl switched off the room lights, closed his eyes, and allowed his thoughts to settle.

    "Tomorrow is a day fraught with danger," he thought, exhaling slowly.

    "Wait..." Karl frowned and opened his eyes wide again.

    "I can alter common sense through the system and merely type in the panel... which means..." The corners of Karl's mouth curved upward, and a joyful smile illuminated his face.

    "I don't actually have to be there, hehehe..."

    But that laughter vanished abruptly when the system delivered an unwelcome reply.

    [DING]

    [ Host must witness the change in common sense ]

    [ If not, the quest will fail ]

    "Fvck..." Karl cursed.

    He exhaled heavily. It seemed the system truly enjoyed toying with him.

    His hopes of avoiding the gym collapsed in an instant. "I must witness it, huh? Seriously? It's as if the system is deliberately forcing me to confront the very thing I loathe."

    He reclined again on his bed, staring at the ceiling. "I genuinely don't understand what this system truly desires," he murmured in contemplation.

    Karl knew he had little choice. Reluctantly, he must return to the gym.

    "I need to think—what strategy can I employ to prevent another disaster?" he pondered, beginning to formulate a plan for the upcoming quest, ensuring he would not replicate the same mistakes as yesterday.

    The following day, Karl awoke with a sense of apprehension. Time marched on, and he realized that the longer he procrastinated, the closer the deadline for the quest loomed.

    With heavy steps, he headed to the gym, attempting to buoy his spirits.

    "Come on, Karl, today you have to see this through! You'll be working a double shift later! There's no time to waste; you must level up faster...!"

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    Chapter 17

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Karl rolled up to the gym, heart pounding hard in his chest. The sight of the treadmills and weight machines he knew all too well greeted him, along with the bad memories of the buff dude bros that haunted him.

    "Ma Boy..." The voice echoed, sending chills down Karl's spine. He clenched his teeth, determined not to let it mess with him.

    "Alright," he muttered under his breath, "let's get this over with."

    He popped open the interface. His fingers hovered over the screen as he prepared to execute the hijack.

    The mission was clear: he had to messed up people's warm-up routines at the gym and create some embarrassing moments. The only issue was making sure he didn't become the butt of the joke.

    He scanned the room, watching people stretching and doing their usual light exercises. Some glanced in his direction, maybe recognizing him from the incident yesterday. Karl's face flushed slightly, but he quickly focused on his task.

    He typed into the system panel, his mind filled with various ideas. Of course, the raunchiest idea was the one Karl went for.

    [ Common Sense Hijack System]

    > Common Sense: Everyone at the gym must warm up by dropping their pants and showing their butts in the mirror.

    He hesitated for a moment. "Is this too ridiculous?" he thought, but then he remembered the reward waiting for him, along with the hot gym babes.

    300 Hijack Points would bring him closer to unlocking even stronger system features. He couldn't resist, especially with those gym bootylicious butts.

    Karl hit 'Enter.'

    The system responded almost instantly.

    ---

    [ Hijack Success ]

    - Duration: 00:15:00

    ---

    He held his breath, watching the countdown ticking away. The gym felt eerily quiet, activities suddenly slowing down as if everyone was waiting for something.

    Then, it happened.

    One by one, the people at the gym who were about to start exercising, dropped their pants, exactly as Karl had instructed.

    The sight was so unique and captivating, women with beautiful bums dropped their pants and flaunted them in the mirror, soft butt cheeks adorned with triangle panties decorating the middle of their derrieres, turning Karl on.

    Karl couldn't contain himself. The sight was like a scene from a Japanese adult video.

    But just as he was enjoying the view, the system sent another notification.

    ---

    [ DING ]

    [ Host must perform the altered routine within 30 seconds to complete the mission. ]

    ---

    Karl's smile faded. "Wait, what? I have to—"

    Before he could finish his thoughts, the countdown for his own participation began. If he failed to join in, the mission would be incomplete, and all his efforts would be in vain.

    His mind raced. "Do I really have to do this?"

    He looked around, noticing some people starting to look at him expectantly, as if waiting for him to follow suit.

    "Damn," Karl muttered under his breath, swallowing his pride.

    With a deep breath, he approached the mirror and dropped his pants. His movements were stiff and awkward, but he forced himself to continue. Shame burned within him, but he knew there was no other choice.

    A non-dignified guy's butt reflected clearly in the gym mirror, "Mudderfuggers..." Karl grumbled.

    As the moments passed, Karl felt embarrassment engulfing him, but soon, a notification sounded in his mind.

    ---

    [ DING ]

    [ Participation completed. Host may leave the location. ]

    ---

    Relief washed over him. He quickly stopped his ridiculous flailing and hung his head, avoiding eye contact with anyone.

    "Never again," he muttered as he grabbed his bag, ready to leave the gym as soon as possible.

    Despite the embarrassment, Karl couldn't help but feel a sense of accomplishment.

    He had completed his mission, earned his reward, and most importantly, survived the ordeal. His grip on the hijack system grew stronger, and with each small victory, he learned to wield it more effectively.

    As he stepped out, the cold air brushed his face, and Karl felt a wave of determination.

    "Maybe this is embarrassing," he thought, "but for the sake of those sexy MILF boobs and butts later, I'll do whatever it takes!"

    Karl walked home from the gym with quick steps, his breath still slightly labored.

    Thoughts of the gym incident couldn't leave his mind. The confused faces of the visitors showcasing their butts in the mirror made Karl hard, though accompanied by embarrassment.

    On his way home, the System popped up a notification.

    ---

    [ DING ]

    [ Quest Completed! ]

    - 300 Hijack Points, 150 XP.

    ---

    [ DING ]

    [ Congratulations! Host has reached level 3 ]

    [ Common Sense Hijack System ]

    [ Name ]: Karl - Store Clerk

    [ Level ]: 3

    [ Title ]: Novice Hijacker

    [ XP ]: 40/400

    [ HP (Hijack Points)]: 1010

    ---

    "Even though that was embarrassing, the universe will erase that incident. and I'm leveling up mwhehehe..." Karl grinned.

    The embarrassment was the price to pay for 300 Hijack Points and leveling up.

    Arriving at his apartment, he immediately changed into his work uniform.

    Karl took a deep breath, glancing at the clock on the wall. There was no time to rest.

    He was on a double shift schedule today and already a few minutes late. "Jane is going to be mad again," he thought as he put on his shoes.

    There was no choice but to walk to the store, just a few blocks from his apartment.

    Karl arrived in front of the convenience store at 9 a.m., a few minutes late from the schedule. The sun was starting to rise, but thick clouds hanging in the sky made the atmosphere a bit gloomy.

    Karl took a long breath before pushing the glass door of the store, emitting a small ding sound. As he entered the room, the cold air from the air conditioner greeted him, but that wasn't what made his heart race.

    Mrs. Jane, his annoying manager, was already waiting behind the counter with crossed arms and an unhappy expression. Her neatly styled hair and always perfect work attire made Karl a little uncomfortable.

    "Karl," Mrs. Jane's voice sounded stern, "you're late again." Karl lowered his head, avoiding her gaze.

    "Sorry, Mrs. Jane," he replied shortly, trying to avoid further debate.

    "No 'sorry.' You know I don't tolerate lateness. This isn't the first time you've been late. If this continues, I'll have to review your work hours," Mrs. Jane said with a sarcastic tone before turning and heading to the back room.

    Karl resisted the urge to complain. He knew that even though Mrs. Jane was nagging, he had no choice but to accept it.

    "Another double shift," he thought. Today was going to be a long day without any coworkers to share the burden.

    His night shift would only end at 9 p.m. After taking a deep breath, Karl stepped behind the cashier desk.

    The store was quite quiet in the morning, with only a few customers coming in to buy coffee or a light breakfast. Karl started arranging items on the shelves and checking the product stock, reminding himself that this was just the beginning of a tiring day.

    Karl pulled out his phone, a notification popped up.

    "Yeah... New chapter of I Have A System From Great Demon Asmodeus."

    "Hey, wait, another notification.." Karl checked the notification.

    "Wow... Lil_Asmodeus replied to my review... hahah... such a funny gif..."

    Karl then responded with a gif to Lil_Asmodeus.

    Karl typed Hehe in the gif search bar and found a gif showing a big, bald-headed guy with a funny expression.

    Karl sent the gif as a response to Lil_Asmodeus.

    Karl then checked the latest chapter, as Karl scrolled through the previous chapters, he accidentally pressed the Purchase privilege button.

    Karl gave a thin smile, "He should add HEHEEE... For the next one hahahha..."

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    Chapter 18

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Karl bought the highest tier called 'A Smut Criminal.'

    "Well, at least I can read it earlier than the others," he thought, shrugging.

    However, when he glanced toward the store entrance, a couple of customers walked in, as if reminding him that his enjoyment was about to come to an end.

    A man in a suit with a stiff face headed for the drinks section, while a young woman who appeared to be in a hurry walked straight to the counter with a carton of milk in her hand.

    "You again," the woman mumbled. Her hair was tied back, and her face looked familiar, as if Karl had seen her before—maybe one of the gym visitors. "Why are you always the one at the chasier?"

    Karl straightened his back, putting on a half-hearted smile. "Destiny, maybe," he replied while scanning the barcode on the milk carton.

    The woman glanced at Karl's phone screen, which was still lit up on the counter, showing the title of the novel he was reading.

    "Oh, you're reading some web novel too?" she said, her eyes widening slightly as if she had discovered something interesting.

    "Uh, yeah," Karl scratched the back of his head. "Just passing the time."

    The woman smiled faintly. "I like reading web novels too. Sometimes they're more interesting than regular books."

    Karl stared at her for a moment, trying to gauge whether this was a sign that a romantic relationship might begin with an exchange of social media IDs.

    But before he could respond, the man in the suit had arrived at the counter with a few bottles of energy drinks in his hands.

    The woman stepped aside, abruptly ending their interaction.

    Karl returned to his cashier mode, thinking that perhaps the chance for a longer conversation had slipped away.

    "Maybe it'll just remain a delusion," he muttered to himself, continuing his work.

    The day went by quite slowly. After a few hours, customers started coming in more frequently, keeping Karl busy.

    He continued his routine at the store, occupied with the customers coming and going. After a while, he found himself standing behind the counter, his mind drifting between his work and the novel he was reading.

    Moments later, the man in the suit who had bought energy drinks returned to the store, this time without any items in hand.

    He walked toward Karl with a more serious expression than before. "Hey, do you have a minute?" he asked in a deep voice.

    Karl felt a bit surprised. "Uh, sure. How can I help you?" he replied, trying to remain professional.

    The man sighed and stared at Karl intently. "You know, I saw what you were reading earlier. That web novel," he said, glancing at Karl's phone still lying on the counter.

    Karl felt a slight tension in his chest. "Yeah, just for fun," he said. "Why?"

    The man smiled faintly, as if there was something he alone knew. "I write web novels too," he said in a lower voice. "And I think we have similar tastes."

    That statement surprised Karl. He looked at the man more closely. "Oh? So you're a writer?" he asked curiously.

    "Yeah, though I'm not well-known," the man replied, his tone sounding a bit humble. "But I have a few loyal fans. If you're interested, I can tell you the title."

    Karl nodded, feeling that the day had become more interesting than usual. "Sure, I'll give it a try," he said.

    The man pulled out a business card and handed it to Karl.

    "Contact me if you have time," he said before turning to leave the store, leaving Karl staring at the business card with curiosity.

    Karl looked at the business card in his hand. The man's name was written in bold letters: AXXXX. Below it was an email address and a social media account, as well as the title of his novel: Uncommon Webnovel.

    "Uncommon Webnovel, huh?" Karl murmured. "Interesting title."

    His curiosity began to take over, but his work still demanded his attention. Karl tucked the business card into his uniform pocket and returned to focusing on serving customers.

    As the night wore on, the store's visitors began to dwindle. It was the perfect time for Karl to pull out his phone again and search for the title of the novel mentioned earlier.

    He found Uncommon Webnovel on the same web novel platform he usually read. The title had a decent rating, though the comments were varied—from praising its unique story to criticizing its character development.

    Karl began reading the first chapter. The story was about a man who discovered he had the power to make the uncommon thing be common, in the real world by typing changes into a mysterious system.

    With each chapter he read, Karl became more engrossed in the plot filled with moral dilemmas and unexpected twists.

    The writing had a distinctive style, reminiscent of some of Karl's favorite novels but with a more philosophical and darker touch. And it had plenty of power stones, unlike the web novel you're reading right now ;(

    As he was nearing the end of the third chapter, the store door opened, and a customer walked in. Karl quickly closed his phone and stood up straight, ready to serve. However, when he saw who it was, his heart raced.

    The woman from that morning who had come with the milk carton was back at the counter, this time carrying a few items in her hands—bread, bottled water, and a pack of snacks. Karl tried to hide his nervousness and smiled faintly.

    "Still working late?" Karl asked, trying to sound casual.

    The woman raised an eyebrow and then smiled slightly. "It seems so. You're still here too."

    Karl chuckled lightly. "As you said, I'm always here." He scanned her items one by one. "By the way, have you heard about the novel Uncommon Webnovel?"

    The woman looked surprised to hear that question. "I just started reading it. Why do you ask?"

    Karl shrugged. "Just coincidence; I just started reading it too. The story is quite interesting."

    The woman smiled widely, as if finding something that connected them.

    "Yeah, it's definitely unique. What do you think—if you had powers like that in real life, what would you use them for?"

    The question made Karl pause for a moment. He looked at the woman, and an idea came to mind.

    "Maybe I'd make everyone think working at a convenience store is the coolest job ever," he replied half-jokingly.

    The woman laughed lightly. "That would definitely be an interesting world."

    Karl's smile widened. Maybe, just maybe, today he finally managed to build a real connection—starting with light conversation about a web novel.

    After experiencing a bit of excitement, the system notification appeared.

    ---

    [ New Quest Available! ]

    [Unique Change in the Park!]

    - Objective: Change the common sense present in the park (Wherever)

    - Reward: 200 Hijack Points, 120 XP

    Karl read the quest description and felt challenged.

    "In the park? Huftt…"

    ---

    [A/N: Uncommon Webnovel is not real XD]

    ---

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    Chapter 19

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    "Unique changes in the park?" he pondered.

    It wasn't the usual challenge he faced, and he felt this would be an exciting opportunity to touch the grass again after so long and experiment with his new abilities.

    ***

    08:45 PM

    Karl tidied up the items on the cashier's desk and locked the drawer, getting ready to leave the store. His shift was almost over.

    The day was getting pretty late, and even though the park might be quite empty at night. He thought this was the perfect time to complete the quest.

    Before leaving, he took the writer's business card from his uniform pocket and slipped it into his wallet.

    "He's a great writer, not using any clickbait and writing intriguing stories. Unlike most web novels with pretty women on the cover and weird titles." he muttered.

    ----

    ( A/N: yeah, definitely not like this one for sure XD )

    ----

    Karl strolled towards the mentioned park, trying to plan out his strategy.

    "Changing common sense... but what's interesting enough to change?" he thought. He wanted something that would not only be shocking but also wouldn't cause too much chaos.

    Arriving at the park, the atmosphere felt calm with a few people still sitting on benches, enjoying the night. The park lights were softly shining, creating a comfortable ambiance.

    Karl saw beautiful women chatting and gathering there.

    A wicked idea crossed his mind. "What if I change how men greet women?" he thought.

    Without hesitation, Karl opened the system panel and typed in a change to common sense:

    ---

    Men greet women by squeezing their breasts and rubbing their cheeks with their crotch area.

    ---

    After hitting "Enter," he waited to see the results.

    ---

    [ Hijack Success ]

    - Duration: 00:05:00

    ---

    In no time, a man who had just arrived approached a group of women near the fountain.

    With a hesitant expression, the man suddenly knelt down and squeezed one of the woman's breasts with both hands, then stood up and rubbed her face with his crotch area, as if it was the most natural thing to do.

    The women fell silent, then giggled softly, feeling confused but entertained.

    The man looked slightly embarrassed, but showed no signs of feeling weird about his actions.

    Instead, it was as if that was the normal way to start a conversation.

    Karl observed their reactions with a thin smile on his face, feeling satisfied seeing the small change he had made.

    "Wow... tonight could turn into a D party hahaha..." he muttered. "I gotta get in on this!"

    Karl leaned against a park bench, still gazing at the group of women who were his targets earlier. Their laughter still echoing, mixing with the sound of the tranquil flowing fountain.

    It seemed the change he made had a lighter effect than he expected.

    The women's reactions tended more towards confusion and amusement rather than disgust or anger.

    "I need to pick the most solid woman." Karl thought while feeling his pants starting to feel tight.

    Karl observed the group of women for a while longer, his eyes searching for who looked most interesting for the next "experiment."

    But as he was engrossed in observing, he saw Zoey, the woman who was supposed to work his night shift.

    Zoey, was Karl's coworker.

    "Damn.. I worked a double shift and you're all cuddly here. I'll greet you with my dick, you disrespectful woman!"

    Karl grinned, then stood up and walked towards the chair where Zoey and her boyfriend were sitting together.

    He strolled casually but with a sharp gaze, making the couple realize his presence before he reached them.

    Zoey looked at Karl with furrowed brows. "Karl?" she inquired in a friendly tone, while her boyfriend just stared with a curious expression.

    Karl walked closer and without hesitation,

    Grab...

    "Hi, Zoey.."

    Karl embraced Zoey, who was sitting, and squeezed her breast and rubbed her heavily made-up cheek with his crotch area, which pressed the hardened dick inside his pants.

    "Oh.. so you're Zoey's coworker? Let me introduce myself, I'm Adam." Zoey's boyfriend extended his hand.

    "Oh, hi Adam, I'm Karl." Karl replied while releasing his hand that was squeezing Zoey's breast.

    After shaking hands Karl continued to do the two things he wrote in the common sense hijack system , Karl continued to chat while continuously squeezing Zoey's soft cushion in front of her boyfriend.

    Karl had a friendly chat with Adam, who looked like a thug. Adam wore a tight black t-shirt that showed off his muscles, with a slightly open leather jacket. His tattoos on his arms were clearly visible when he folded his hands in front of his chest, adding to his fierce appearance.

    "So, Karl, are you the one covering for Zoey's shift?" Adam asked, his voice sounding confident, albeit there was a hint of doubt on his face.

    "Yes, that's right. We're really close coworkers. We spend a lot of time behind the cashier, but never as intense as this, right?" Karl smiled, his eyes still fixed on the puzzled Zoey.

    Adam nodded, "Hmm, are you guys close? Maybe I should visit the Convenience store."

    "Ah, Sure. I can help you with anything you need," Karl replied nonchalantly. He kept squeezing Zoey's soft cushion, who seemed powerless in this situation.

    "Um, Karl, could you maybe... go away?" Zoey finally attempted to speak, but her voice tone was mixed as she tried to hold back a gasp.

    "Calm down, Zoey. We're just having fun here," Karl replied, trying to look confident.

    "Besides, isn't it common for a friend to chat with the friend's boyfriend?" Karl squeezed her breast while grinning.

    "Hahaha... of course, don't worry. I'm not the jealous type!" Adam seemed relaxed, even though Zoey's breasts were being toyed by the rarely touch-grass hand.

    "Hahah... I think we can be close," Karl replied confidently.

    Meanwhile, Zoey felt a mix of ticklishness and awkwardness in the situation she was facing. She made no attempt to withdraw even slightly from Karl, considering everything that was happening now to be normal.

    Adam, listening to Karl's words, began to laugh. "Karl! Of course, we might be able to be close."

    Karl smiled broadly and murmured in his heart, "Of course? ahahaha... after I squeeze her breasts and rub her cheek with my dick mwhehehehe..."

    Zoey bit her lip, trying not to let out a gasp.

    ----

    [ Hijack Duration ]

    - 00:01:00

    ---

    "Shit.." Karl cursed.

    "Why Karl?" Adam asked with a frown.

    "Ahahaaa... no, I have business to take care of, excuse me!"

    Karl left the couple with a wide smile and a sense of satisfaction.

    Karl looked around, "Shit... there are kids... what are they doing here, damn it!"

    Karl gazed at some children being brought by their parents, as one young boy wanted to greet a young girl who playing around at bench park.

    Suddenly,

    [ DING ]

    ----

    [ Quest Completed ]

    - 200 Hijack Points, 120 XP

    ---

    Karl sighed, feeling relieved.

    "Hufft.... Almost!"

    "I can't imagine the guilt I'll feel, if I let the kid's P join The D party!"

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    Chapter 20

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Karl's heart was still pounding as he left the park. He couldn't help but stifle a small laugh at how absurd the recent events were, but there was a part of him feeling a lingering unease. Despite finding the aftermath of his hijack quite entertaining, the presence of the children in the park managed to bring him back to reality.

    "That was totally cray-cray," he muttered softly, quickly brushing off the thought. The mission was accomplished, and that's what mattered. He had scored his points, and all the weird happenings earlier would be a hilarious story to tell later, and definitely make him feel like a boss another day.

    As Karl walked home, the streets were mostly deserted, with a few night strollers here and there. The streetlights cast long shadows on the sidewalk, adding a spooky vibe to the silent night.

    In the dead of night, a new quest awaited Karl.

    [DING]

    --

    [ New Quest Available! ]

    [ Friendly Act! ]

    - Target: People in your apartment building.

    - Objective: Create a new common sense using the common sense maker, the new common sense must involve a weird gesture and make it to friendly gesture.

    - Reward: 500 Hijack Points, 200 XP

    [ Note: Host must participate in the new common sense! ]

    ---

    "Wait... using the common sense maker? isn't it gonna be implemented worldwide? hmm... I'm confused, but there's 'target' in it," Karl mumbled.

    [ Quests with the word 'target' will not be implemented worldwide ]

    Karl breathed a sigh of relief, "So it's just the people in the apartment building? hahah... fun times."

    [ Correct. Everyone who enters the apartment building will be affected ]

    Karl grinned. It seemed like the system was nudging him to be more creative and naughty.

    "Friendly? hahahha..."

    He tapped on the notification, thinking about how he could carry out this new mission.

    A weird gesture, something that wouldn't get him in trouble but still leave him feeling satisfied.

    The possibilities were endless.

    He recalled his favorite Milf and how tempting her butt and boobs were. All the curves on Julia's body could easily get Karl excited.

    Maybe he could pull a prank there; anyway, he knew the place like the back of his hand, and there were many regulars who frequented it.

    ---

    The next day, after finishing his morning shift, Karl couldn't contain his excitement. It was a regular day in his apartment building, with people coming and going, going about their business as usual. Karl kept looking for the perfect moment to execute his plan.

    A few minutes later, Karl saw Julia and Mrs. Thompson chatting in front of Julia's apartment door, accompanied by a woman in her fourties who seemed unfamiliar to Karl. The three of them were gossiping with little giggles.

    Karl's eyes lit up as he opened the system panel and typed a new common sense in the common sense maker section.

    ---

    [Common Sense Maker]

    > Common Sense: Hugging from behind and squeezing breasts is a very friendly and normal behavior.

    > Cost: 300 Hijack Points

    > Duration:

    ---

    Karl frowned, "300? Cost? I usually don't see the word 'Cost' when making a new common sense."

    [ DING ]

    [ Host level now are level 3, from now on Host will be able to see the cost required when using the Common Sense Maker. ]

    "Hm... but, come on... it's for the quest. Can't it be free?"

    [ No ]

    "Huftt..." Karl sighed, "Alright, as long as I can squeeze and hug them hahha..."

    Karl entered the duration of his new common sense.

    "One hour should be enough to create beautiful memories with them hahaha..." Karl said while glancing at Julia and the two other women.

    He pressed 'Enter,' and a notification confirmed the successful creation of his common sense.

    ---

    [ Common Sense Has Been Made ]

    - 420 Hijack Points Consumed.

    - Duration: 01:00:00

    ---

    Before approaching them, Karl was already turned on, and his dick in his pants faced upwards, towards his belly button. With joy in his heart, Karl took steps.

    He gazed at Julia's seductive, voluptuous booty.

    Once Karl reached behind Julia,

    Hug...

    Grab... Grab...

    Without hesitation, Karl hugged Julia from behind and squeezed her breasts with both hands.

    "Oops.. Karl? I thought you were someone else" said Julia with a smile.

    Mrs. Thompson and the other woman were slightly shocked, but then smiled warmly.

    "Karl, you're such a friendly guy," Mrs. Thompson said, chuckling a bit.

    Karl smiled contentedly as his lewd actions were appreciated as something friendly.

    He inhaled the sweet scent of Julia's body, "Her scent makes me wanna bang her right now." Karl muttered in his mind.

    Karl's already hard dick was practically glued to the crack of Julia's butt.

    The woman in her forties there eyed Karl and said, "You're such a friendly young man." she remarked, "You even took the time to grope Julia's boobs and hug her." she continued.

    Karl grinned and replied "Hahha.. of course, it's just a small thing. I enjoy doing it." while still groping Julia's breasts.

    "Kar.. lhh..." Julia moaned slightly, "It's rare for a young man in your age to be this friendly. You're indeed a good guy." Julia said.

    Suddenly, 

    Krek....

    Julia's apartment door swung open, and Julia's ugly bastard husband popped out from behind it.

    Karl glanced over at Julia's husband, their eyes locking.

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    Chapter 21

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Julia's husband was totally chill watching Karl hugging his wife from behind. In front of him, Karl and Julia were getting all lovey-dovey, with Mrs. Thompson and the lady in her forties chatting away with them.

    Julia's husband seemed cool as a cucumber, looking at Karl with mad friendliness in his eyes. 

    He saw his wife's boobs getting squeezed and hugged from behind, creating a moment that made him super stoked and comfy in front of Mrs. Thompson and the forty-something lady.

    Julia's husband was pumped seeing Karl treat his wife with respect. All thanks to the Common Sense Hijack System.

    Julia's husband had a huge grin watching the interaction between Karl and his wife. "Babe, who's this friendly young dude?" Julia's man asked, all cheerful and curious.

    Karl, surprised yet honored by the warm welcome, slightly let go of the hug and replied, "I'm Karl, nice to meet you. Julia is awesome."

    Mrs. Thompson and the forty-something lady exchanged looks, feeling awkward but also amused by the situation.

    Julia's husband, all laid-back, continued, "I'm glad to see Julia surrounded by good people. She's always going on about how important friendships and neighborly relationships are, hahah..." he said, staring at his wife's boobs getting a firm squeeze from Karl.

    "Yeah, babe Eummhh..." Julia managed to hold back a moan. "I'm lucky to meet such a friendly young man like Karl."

    Julia's husband eyed Karl with interest, while the vibe around them got even more awkward.

    "Seems like Julia really digs you, Karl," Julia's husband said, grinning widely. 

    "She's always complaining about how youngsters these days are losing their friendliness and respect towards elders. I'm glad she found a friendly young chap like you, even willing to squeeze her boobs. Good job, Karl!" Julia's husband joked.

    Karl was a bit confused but also thrilled about squeezing another man's wife's boobs, and he was doing it right in front of her husband. 

    He replied cheerfully, "Thanks, man! I'm just trying to be a friendly guy, squeezing boobs like this, is not big deal for me, I love doing it." Karl grinned widely.

    Julia smiled, "It's rare to see young folks being friendly like you, Karl. The youngsters out there should look up to you."

    Karl smirked and muttered to himself, "Ahhah... Of course, they should look up to this perversion."

    Mrs. Thompson, starting to feel uncomfortable with the awkward vibe, tried to lighten the mood.

    "So, what are your plans for today, you two?" she asked, trying to shift the focus from the embarrassing moment.

    Julia's husband glanced at Karl and back to his wife, "I think we'll spend some time together, maybe go to a restaurant or watch a movie. Interested in joining, Karl? You can keep squeezing my wife's boobs there."

    Karl felt caught between continuing the game and keeping things smooth.

    "Sorry, but I have other things to do, hahah... squeezing Julia's boobs here is enough, I don't want to be overly friendly," he said, trying to sound humble.

    "Come on, young boy, don't be shy like that. Besides, I love seeing you squeeze my wife's boobs, it's so friendly, it's rare to see a young lad as friendly as you, even being so kind to another man's wife!" Julia's husband replied.

    They bantered back and forth, the forty-something lady there introduced herself.

    "Oh yeah, Karl. I'm Sofia," she said with a smile. "Don't hesitate to squeeze my boobs too, I love being treated kindly, hahha..." she said with a soft laugh.

    Karl got even more turned on, thinking to himself, "Hmm... What if I put my hands inside Julia's shirt? I mean, I typed 'squeeze boobs,' so if my hands go straight into her shirt, it's fine, right? System?" Karl asked the system.

    [ Correct. As long as the Host squeezes boobs in line with the common sense Host created in the common sense maker, there will be no issue. ]

    A panel only visible to Karl appeared.

    Karl smirked, slowly his hand went down, slipping inside Julia's shirt.

    "So soft.." Karl muttered.

    "Euhhmm..." Julia held back a moan.

    Julia's husband, seeing this, chuckled, "Karl, you're one great young man, unafraid to be friendly to your neighbor."

    "Of course, it's not a big deal." Karl started reaching into Julia's bra and squeezing her boobs.

    Julia thought in her mind, "Euhhmmm... Why does the kindness of this young man make me a little turned on?"

    Meanwhile, Julia's husband, watching Karl squeeze his wife's boobs with enthusiasm, he muttered in his mind, "Why does just seeing my wife being treated kindly get me all hot? I'm a weirdo, huh?"

    "Ahem..." Julia's husband cleared his throat, then walked behind Karl.

    "Shit, what's he gonna do?" Karl felt a pair of hands touch his waist.

    Julia's husband said softly, "Looks like I have to be friendly with you too, hehe..."

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    Chapter 22

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    "Holy shit! I'm gonna get sandwiched by that ugly Bastard!" Karl screamed internally while trying to step back.

    But, his back was already stuck to the chest of Julia's husband, forcing him to become a sandwich between the husband and wife.

    RING....

    "Oops.. Looks like I can't be friendly to you yet, Karl." Julia's husband said while taking his phone out of his pocket.

    "I need to go now, Karl, my boss is calling! Hopefully we can chat later." Julia's husband went back into his apartment.

    "Almost had it, my butt almost got grazed by that damn ugly bastard's dick!" he exclaimed in relief internally.

    After Julia's husband disappeared behind the door, Karl loosened his grip on Julia boobs. His heart still pounding hard, and he hugged Julia tightly.

    "Thank goodness his boss called.." he mumbled internally while continuing to hug Julia.

    He looked around, making sure there were no creatures threatening his backside.

    "Hey, Karl. Are you scared? Am I creeping you out?" Julia asked teasingly as she stared at him seductively.

    Karl quickly realized that Julia was too close to his chest. He loosened his embrace from Julia awkwardly, feeling his cheeks starting to heat up.

    "Ah, no, Julia. I'm just... feeling relieved," he said, trying to laugh, although it sounded somewhat forced.

    Julia raised an eyebrow, her smile widening. "Relieved? Is there something bothering you, Karl?"

    Karl swallowed hard, trying to compose himself.

    "Well, yes, I meant... I'm relieved because your husband got called by his boss, so there's no... uh, I mean, maybe your husband will get a promotion hahah..."

    Julia chuckled softly, then said, "You're so sweet, Karl, you care about my husband hahah.." she said half-jokingly.

    "Of course, haha.." Karl answered, stepping back slowly.

    Karl grumbled internally, "I should just end this, I can't take it anymore. I'm gonna just masturbate later!"

    However, before he could take another step, Mrs. Thompson suddenly walked up behind him and hugged Karl.

    "I also want to be a bit friendly to you, Karl," she said with a suddenly softer voice, and there was a strange glint in her eyes.

    Karl froze instantly. He felt Mrs. Thompson's hug suddenly tighten, making him unable to move. The strange look in her eyes made his hair stand on end.

    "W-what are you doing, Mrs. Thompson?" he asked, his voice trembling, trying to stay calm although panic was creeping in.

    Mrs. Thompson smiled broadly, a bit too broadly that it made Karl even more nervous.

    "Oh, no need to be so stiff, Karl. I just want to be friendly, like you were with Julia," she said while gently rubbing Karl's back, which felt rather creepy.

    Karl tried to free himself slowly, but Mrs. Thompson's embrace only grew stronger.

    "Ah, I have to go now, Mrs. Thompson. I just remembered there's something I need to do," he said hastily, trying to find an excuse to escape.

    However, before he could step back, Sofia suddenly joined in by looping her arm around Karl's shoulder from the side, trapping him between the three women. "You're really popular today, Karl," teased Sofia with a smile that was hard to interpret.

    "You look tense, dear. Maybe we can help you relax," Julia continued, her tone becoming more serious though still friendly.

    Karl felt his heart beating fast and cold sweat starting to appear on his forehead.

    "Darn, my dick feels so freaking hard!" he thought, feeling even more trapped in this bizarre situation.

    He tried to take deep breaths and forced a smile. "Uh, thanks, but... I really have to go. I just remembered I have an important appointment."

    Slowly Mrs. Thompson's hand crept towards Karl's chest, "Ughh..." Karl stifled his sigh.

    "Damn... I can't handle this! If it keeps up like this!" Karl muttered in his mind.

    Mrs. Thompson said to Karl, "I like young man who respect their elders, you're a cultured young man Karl," Right next to Karl's ear.

    Karl totally shook, lhe's having major trouble deciding if his current situation is like a gift from the heavens or straight-up hell.

    On one hand, he's totally blessed with the warmth of those Milfs.

    On the other hand, his dick is rock hard and on fire, craving to bust out and take a breath of fresh air.

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    Chapter 23

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Karl's face was totally flushing when he felt Mrs. Thompson's breath near his ear. The intensity between the three ladies had his brain like, shutting down, man. He didn't know whether to be scared or flattered – maybe a bit of both.

    "Uh, thanks, Mrs. Thompson. It, uh, feels nice to be appreciated," he stammered, trying to step back, only to realize that Julia and Sofia were still hovering super close, like closing in on him.

    Mrs. Thompson chuckled softly. "Come on, Karl. No need to be shy. We're just messing around a bit."

    Karl's mind raced to find a way out of this situation without seeming rude. "I, uh, just remembered I have to feed my cat!" he blurted out suddenly, backing away from the three women.

    Julia raised an eyebrow. "You have a cat? I didn't know you liked pets."

    "Y-yeah, the cat is very... demanding of attention," Karl said quickly, taking advantage of their confusion to escape the circle of women.

    As he hurried down the hallway, he couldn't help but feel relieved and still bewildered. "That was almost too close," he murmured to himself. "I don't think I'm ready to face three Milfs at once."

    Karl finally reached his apartment door, slightly out of breath. He quickly opened and closed it, as if trying to distance himself from the chaos that had just unfolded.

    After a moment, he leaned his back against the door and let out a long breath.

    "What was that all about? Like some weird scene from a japanese porn movie!" Karl muttered to himself, still unable to believe what had just happened. He walked to the kitchen and grabbed a glass of water, trying to calm his racing mind.

    As he sat down,

    Ring...

    His phone rang, with Jane's name appearing on the caller ID.

    "What's up? Why is the usually tough manager calling me out of the blue like this!"

    Karl stared at his phone screen in confusion. Jane, the strict and tough manager, rarely called him directly unless something was really important. He answered the call with a hint of hesitation.

    "Hello, Mrs. Jane? What's going on?" Karl asked, trying to sound calm, even though his heart was still racing from the recent encounter.

    Jane's voice sounded as stern as ever. "Karl, you don't have to come to work tomorrow!"

    Karl felt his breath catch. "Huh!? Am I being fired?"

    "No, the convenience store has hired a few new employee. You can have the day off tomorrow," Jane explained in a serious tone.

    Karl immediately stood up from the sofa, panic starting to creep over him. "Ah.. Alright." Karl smiled happily, after working for so long without a break, he finally got a day off.

    "Remember, it's just one day off, and also! when you come back to work, don't set a bad example for them!" Jane continued to scold Karl for no apparent reason.

    Karl nodded even though Jane couldn't see him. "Yes, I understand, Mrs. Jane. Thanks for the reminder," he replied, trying not to be affected by his manager's harsh tone.

    "Alright, enjoy your day off. Don't waste your time," Jane said before hanging up.

    Karl placed his phone on the table and let out a relieved sigh. "Finally, a day off! Maybe it's the perfect time to relax and think about everything," he said, a wide smile on his face.

    He walked to his bedroom, opening the closet to find something comfy to wear tomorrow. "Maybe I can complete some quests in an exciting spot," Karl muttered.

    But his mind still lingered on the awkward moment that had just happened in the apartment.

    Those three women, Mrs. Thompson, Julia, and Sofia, were all so close and made him feel like he was in an adult film.

    Karl bit his lip, remembering how soft Julia's breasts were.

    Karl tried to distract himself by watching a short video on social media.

    Before he knew it, after a few moments,

    ---

    [ Quest Completed ! ]

    - 150 Hijack Points, 100 XP

    - 560 Hijack Points bonus for using Hijack Points during the quest, 200 XP Bonus for using Common Sense Maker to complete the quest.

    ---

    Karl smiled widely, "Whew... what a surprise! Even though I only got to enjoy a little moment with the Milfs, at least the bonus Hijack Points and XP make up for it!"

    Another notification from the system made Karl even more excited to embrace his chaotic life,

    [ Congratulation Host Has Reached Level 4 ! ]

    [ Common Sense Hijack System ]

    [ Name ]: Karl Min - Store Clerk ]

    [ Level ]: 4 ]

    [ Title ]: Novice Hijacker ]

    [ XP ]: 80/500

    [ HP (Hijack Points)]: 1500 ]

    Karl was grinning from ear to ear, "Almost...Spanksome is almost unlocked hahahha...with SpankSome, I can create some lit moments with Julia. Yaaas!"

    Karl's eyes were shining with excitement that couldn't be contained. "Almost... Spanksome is about to get unleashed, hahaha!" he mumbled with so much hype, as if talking to himself. "With SpankSome, I can create some epic moments with Julia. It's gonna be so lit!"

    But as those words slipped out of his mouth, he suddenly snapped back to reality. Karl shook his head and smirked, trying to control his thoughts.

    "What was I even thinking? I need to clap back at that annoying manager first!" Karl grinned.

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    Chapter 24

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    He then opened his system panel, looking at the pulsating Spanksome icon, seemingly waiting to be activated. Despite sounding ridiculous, that skill was effective because it was free to use and would only affect the chosen target.

    ****

    The next day, Karl woke up in a panic as he glanced at the clock showing 10 in the morning. "Dang, I'm late!" he shouted, jumping out of bed. He rushed to the bathroom, quickly washing his face to get rid of the lingering sleepiness that still lingered.

    But as he looked at himself in the mirror, reality hit him. He took a deep breath and chuckled. "I just remembered I'm off today," he said, rubbing his face. "It's been a while since I felt this relaxed."

    Karl walked out of the bathroom and headed to the kitchen to make a cup of coffee. This unexpected day off gave him plenty of time to do things he hadn't had time for in a while. He sat on the couch, enjoying every sip of the hot coffee steaming from his cup.

    "I should make the most of this day with something fun," he muttered, thinking about plans to fill his free time.

    He remembered the Spanksome skill that would unlock when he reached level 5.

    "Ah...I shouldn't dwell on that too much right now, I need to enjoy today, today I'm free," he said casually, trying to savor the moment without any interruptions.

    While enjoying his coffee, a system notification sound startled Karl. He quickly opened the system panel and read the message that appeared.

    ---

    [ DING ]

    [ New Quest Available! ]

    [ Make 3 changes in public areas! ]

    - Objective: Make three changes in three public places.

    - Reward: 120 Hijack Points, 100 XP.

    ---

    Karl grinned, realizing that this was a prime chance to score more points and experience. "This is lit. I can spend my day off being more productive," he muttered, pondering on places that could be targets for his changes.

    He decided to head out and start his adventure. Karl quickly got ready, putting on his jacket and shoes. "Three changes in public areas, huh? I gotta find busy places where I can make slight changes without drawing too much attention," he said as he walked out of his apartment.

    Karl began scheming a simple plan in his mind. He chose to visit the city park first. The park was usually filled with people exercising, relaxing, or walking their dogs. "This could be a perfect spot for the first trial," he thought.

    Upon reaching the park, Karl saw a group of people waiting in line at the ice cream kiosk. He approached the crowd and opened his system panel, preparing to make his first change. "Maybe I can change the waiting habit into something more edgy haha," he mused with a sly grin.

    He typed into the system panel:

    [Hijack: People buying ice cream must pinch the ice cream seller's nipple after paying]

    ---

    Karl confirmed the action and watched as the hijack effect began to work.

    ---

    [Hijack Success]

    - Duration: 00:02:00

    ---

    Customers started pinching the ice cream seller's nipples.

    Aghh... Ughh...

    The ice cream seller writhed in discomfort.

    "This is just the beginning," Karl said as he walked away from the ice cream kiosk, looking for his second change target.

    Karl continued his journey around the park, looking for opportunities to make the second change. He strolled through the children's play area and saw a group of parents sitting on a bench, chatting while watching their kids play. Nearby was an information board detailing park rules and facilities.

    Karl smiled as an idea popped into his head. "This might be a bit mischievous, but could be fun," he thought. He opened the system panel again and typed:

    ---

    [Hijack: Parents neglecting their children and focusing on their phones will be slapped by the park ranger]

    ---

    [Hijack Success]

    - Duration: 00:05:00

    ---

    Karl confirmed the action, and within seconds, the change took effect.

    Slap.. Slap...

    The sound of slaps echoed all around for a full five minutes.

    "Hahah...take that, clueless parents, neglecting your own kids. All you care about is screwin', not looking after your child!" he said gleefully. "Now, just one more to go."

    Karl walked out of the park, heading to the main road not far from there. He noticed a bus stop with many people waiting for the next bus. Another idea popped into his mind.

    "Well, let's just wrap this mission up quickly, besides, ain't used to being outside, the internet is more fun," he thought as he opened the system panel one last time today.

    ---

    [Hijack: People waiting for the bus will start interacting with each other by introducing themselves before boarding the bus]

    ---

    [Hijack Success]

    - Duration: 00:10:00

    ---

    Karl confirmed the action. Slowly, the hijack effect began to take place. People at the bus stop started greeting each other and introducing themselves, as if it were a normal thing to do.

    Some looked surprised, while others seemed to enjoy the moment, sharing brief stories about their destinations.

    Karl watched it all from a distance. "Turns out it's not that hard to make this world a bit more interesting," he said satisfied.

    After ten minutes passed.

    ---

    [DING]

    [Quest Complete!]

    - Objective achieved: Make three changes in three public places.

    - Reward received: 120 Hijack Points, 100 XP.

    ---

    Karl grinned, "Finally.."

    But the system had one more surprise in store

    [DING]

    [Weekly Spin Available!]

    [Would the host like to do the spin now?]

    "Weekly? Dang, I just remembered, got this system a week ago. Pretty interesting, but... I'll spin later at my apartment."

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    Chapter 25

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Karl headed back to his apartment.

    Once back in his apartment, Karl decided to try the "Weekly Spin." The prize wheel that appeared on the system screen seemed more enticing this time, with various options triggering his excitement:

    - 1000 Hijack Points

    - 1000 XP

    - 500 Hijack Points + 500 XP

    - 750 Hijack Points + 250 XP

    - 250 Hijack Points + 750 XP

    Karl pressed the "Spin" button, and the wheel spun rapidly, emitting colorful lights. His eyes focused on the screen, waiting eagerly as the wheel began to slow down. Gradually, the wheel stopped at one of the rewards.

    ---

    [DING!]

    [Congratulations! You have won: 500 Hijack Points + 500 XP!]

    ---

    Karl smiled contentedly. "Not too shabby," he thought, feeling that the additional Hijack Points and XP would be very useful. As the system added those points to his account, another surprising notification suddenly popped up.

    ---

    [DING!]

    [Level Up!]

    Congratulations, You have reached Level 5

    !Reward: New skill unlocked - SpankSome! 

    [ SpankSome ]

    - Hijack the common sense of the selected target.

    -Cost: 300 Hijack Points per use

    - Duration cost: 10 Hijack Points/10 minutes.

    [ Note: Events created with SpankSome will not be erased by the universe; records, such as photos and videos, will still exist. The memories of other people who are not the target will not be erased. ]

    ---

    Karl grinned broadly at the notification. Finally, he had achieved Level 5, and the skill he had been waiting for, "SpankSome," was now available for use.

    "This just keeps getting more interesting," he said enthusiastically. With this new skill, he could be more creative in making changes through hijack and master the system even more.

    Ding...

    another sound was heard, Karl's apartment doorbell rang.

    "Who's there?" Karl frowned, opening the door.

    "Zoey? You're off too?"

    Zoey stood at the door with a wide smile, carrying shopping bags in her hands. "Yeah, I'm off today as well. Thought it'd be fun to drop by and bring some snacks," she said cheerfully.

    Karl nodded, trying to conceal his surprise. "Oh, sure. Come in." He gestured for Zoey to enter his apartment.

    After they walked in and plopped their butts on the couch. Karl gave Zoey the side-eye, "No way she's this nice to me! She must be in some kinda trouble or looking to borrow cash!"

    "Karl, I'm having a tiff with Adam. I need someone to vent to!" Zoey said with a soft tone.

    Karl smiled, but cursed in his mind, "Frickin' chicks, you think I'm some kind of clown!"

    Karl tried to hide his annoyance and said, "Oh, so you need a listening ear? Sure thing, spill it."

    Zoey sighed, her eyes slightly teary. "Adam... He just doesn't get me. Every time I try to talk, he's all caught up in work. I feel like he doesn't care anymore."

    Taking a sip from the last dregs of his coffee, Karl thought, Of course, it's your problem. But why do I have to be the one listening?

    "Yeah, expressing feelings can be tough," he said in a neutral tone. "Maybe try being more firm with him."

    Zoey shook her head. "I've tried that, but every time I open up, he just says I'm being too much. Feels like there's no way out."

    Karl excused himself to the bathroom.

    In the bathroom, Karl grumbled, "Dang! Who does she think I am? Her personal jester? I ain't here for this lovey-dovey drama! Annoying."

    While grumbling, Karl suddenly remembered the new SpankSome skill he just unlocked.

    Mwhehehehe... Karl smirked.

    "System, I'm gonna use SpankSome!"

    [ DING ]

    [ System is gonna pop up SpankSome ]

    [ Common Sense Hijack System ]

    ____

    [ Spanksome ]

    > Target: Zoey

    > Common Sense: Giving a blowjob to a guy friend is totally normal.

    > Duration: 00:30:00

    ____

    Karl smirked, then hit Enter.

    ----

    [ Spanksome Active ]

    - Duration: 00:30:00

    ---

    Karl left the bathroom, Zoey was on the phone with Adam.

    "SHIT! I can't believe she fight with her man in another man apartemen! but.. mwheheh.."

    Karl walked out while whipping out his dick.

    Zoey, in the middle of arguing with Adam on the phone, said,

    "Adam i'm done for now, I'm gonna give my friend a blowjob first!"

    WHAT? WHAT DID YOU JUST SAY, BABE?

    "Don't go overboard! It's just a blowjob!"

    ARE YOU CRAZY?

    "Tsk.. You're so dramatic, it's just a blowjob for my guy friend!" Zoey cussed.

    ZOEY... YOU'RE INSANE.. WHAT ARE YOU SAYING?

    "Tsk.. come on, my friend's dick head is right in front of my face now!"

    Meanwhile, Karl was standing in front of Zoey, offering her his dick.

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    Chapter 26

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Slowly Zoey's mouth smooched on Karl's dick. Her tongue licked the underside of Karl's dick.

    Euhmmmm....

    With her phone in hand, Zoey sucked on Karl's dick.

    ZOEY... WHAT THE HECK ARE YOU DOING!?

    Hwakhh....

    Karl's cock slipped out of Zoey's mouth, Zoey grabbed it and told Adam, "I told you I was giving a blowjob to my friend!"

    ZOEY! DON'T MESS AROUND!

    Karl looking at her and smirking with glee, that annoying woman who used to think he was a clown now sucking his dick, even while on the phone with her boyfriend.

    Euhmmkkk....

    Zoey was still  totally sucking on Karl's dick with her mouth, Karl was starting to get heated. Karl grabs Zoey's head.

    "Ughhh... Can't you like put your phone away?" Zoey asks Adam.

    OF COURSE NOT ZOEY.. STOP YOUR JOKES! THIS IS NOT FUNNY!

    "Why are you acting like that?" Zoey slowly gets off the couch, "You are so weird, I'm just giving a blowjob to my friend. What's so wrong about that?"

    ZOEY what the heck.. like for real, that's totally not  normal, that's DISGUSTING! You know you're my girl, Zoey! Quit it, Zoey, I can hear you munching on something over there.

    Meanwhile, Karl was totally vibing with Zoey's skills, saliva dripping from Zoey's lips to her chin.

    Slurp...

    Karl pulled out his dick, slowly brushing his rod on Zoey's cheek who was still in a heated debate with her bae over the phone.

    Zoey is back at it again with holding Karl's dick, "Adam, you are just too nosy, I'm just doing something basic! I didn't even cuddle with my guy friend! I just gave him a blowjob."

    ZOE... TUT...

    Zoey totally ditched Adam's call and focus on the massive schlong right in front of her, Karl's dick.

    SLRPP...

    While giving Karl a blowjob, Zoey was like "This is so weird! I'm just giving you head Karl, why is Adam so pissed?"

    Karl smirked, holding Zoey's head. "Who knows, he's a strange dude. His girlfriend supposedly just slobbed his friend's knob." Karl grinned smugly.

    Zoey's tongue swirling around the head. Karl groaned, his hips thrusting forward.

    "Agghh...."

    Zoey sucked and licked Karl's dick, her hands gripping his ass.

    Karl growled, his balls tightening.

    He was close, so close. He grabbed Zoey's head and thrust his dick deeper into her mouth, his hips moving faster and faster.

    Slop... Slop... Slop...

    "AGHHH...."

    Karl groaned, his body tensing up. He came hard, his cum filling Zoey's mouth.

    Slrpp... Gulp...

    Zoey totally drinking all of Karl's cum.

    Karl took a deep breath and looked at Zoey's messy face.

    Zoey locked eyes with Karl, "What's up, Karl? Do I look weird?"

    "Nah, Zoey, you look, like, totally beautiful when you're sucking dick hahaha..."

    --

    Karl spotted SpankSome duration, "Still enough for a little giggle haha.." he muttered to himself.

    Karl sat next to Zoey, who was fixing her hair after blowing Karl's pipe.

    Zoey grabbed a tissue from her bag and wiped off the spit that adorned her chin.

    "Ahem.." Karl cleared his throat, "Why does Adam get so triggered about the littlest things?" Karl questioned.

    Zoey let out a big sigh, "Totally Karl, he flips out over the smallest stuff. Like earlier, I just gave you a blowjob and he went off on me. Meanwhile, he's caught red-handed getting cozy with other girls all the time."

    A wild convo went down, Zoey thinks giving a blowjob to her male friend is not a big deal.

    "Hey Karl, gonna bounce now! feeling way better after sucking your dick," Zoey said.

    "Okay!"

    Zoey waved goodbye with a smile on her face, and Karl looked at her,

    "Hahaha... that was a fun moment. That moment might be remembered as 'From Thug to Cuck' moment if it were in a book hahaha..."

    ***

    Karl slid back into his swanky apartment, "This is so lit!"

    He plopped down in front of his computer, clicked open his storage folder,

    "Maybe I should create my own videos collection, with me hitting up all the ladies haha.. I don't need these Japanese videos, i can make it by my own with SpankSome."

    Jane.

    That name popped up right in Karl's head, "Starting with you! Damn woman!"

    When Karl was all hyped planning his revenge, his phone buzzed and showed a notification.

    "New shift schedule?" Karl squinted.

    He opened the message, "What? Now Three one three (Karl's workplace) is gonna be open 24/7"

    "What kinda crazy change is this!?"

    Karl scrolled through his phone screen, exclaiming, "Me? Working from 12 to 12? What on earth?"

    He then noticed another message from Jane:

    "Karl, you must diligently work to compensate for the deficit you once caused at the cash register!"

    Karl felt increasingly trapped in his current job, especially since he was required to work a full twelve-hour shift.

    Karl let out a sigh, "That rude lady really needs to be taught a lesson with my dick!"

    Karl ltotally staring at his computer screen again, "Should I categorize by boob size? Booty? or personality maybe? Hmm.. so confused Ah.. Oh well, I'll just go sleep now!"

    ***

    The next day, Karl was chilling on his phone in his tiny apartment sofa.

    The morning was damn boring, with the city noises barely creeping in.

    His lazy fingers scrolled through apps, switching from one to another, like looking for something to kill the suffocating boredom.

    No fun messages, no exciting news to uplift his spirits.

    Just layers of boredom stacking up.

     "System, where's the new quest at?"

    [ No new quests yet ]

    In the midst of Karl's boredom, he remembered the warmth of Julia's booty that he had once glued his dick to, he slowly squeezed his dick that was still wrapped in long sports pants.

    "Is her husband off to work already? Hmm... I wanna taste that kitty," mumbled Karl.

    Karl sat back and glanced at his computer, "I better separate the folders between Good Milfs and Bad Milfs, haha... fuck that revenge, let's get some love from good milf first!"

    Karl using his hoodie, getting ready to hit up Julia's apartement, "Let's just chill and have some fun for a bit." He said.

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    Chapter 27

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Karl slithered out of his swanky apartment.

    Karl strolled casually in the apartment lobby, catching sight of Julia standing near the door, looking all busy chatting away on her cell.

    She had on a simple yet elegant summer dress, with a large suitcase by her side.

    "Where's she off to?" Karl wondered, "This is gonna be so weird. Julia might have forgotten when I squeezed her boobs and rubbed my dick on her butt, but I still vividly remember."

    Karl felt his dick getting hard again, after reminiscing about the glorious experience he felt before.

    Suddenly, the system gave a more bizarre explanation, making Karl feel even weirder.

    [ The events from yesterday's quest have not only been forgotten, but have also been replaced ]

    "What? Replaced? What does that mean?"

    [ Replaced by the universe, the universe won't leave any gaps in the memories of those affected by the Hijack. The universe will automatically fill in the void in their memory with events determined by the will of the universe ]

    "Well, what event replaced the boob-squeezing moment with Julia?"

    [ System can't access that information, System can't access the universe's secret data. ]

    "Shit, so what will Julia remember from that time?" Karl muttered. "Ah, better just go greet her."

    Karl approached Julia, feeling no awkwardness this time, unlike the first time he went up to her.

    This time he felt more confident, because the two soft cushions of Julia's that he once squeezed until his dick was uncontrollably hard, Karl feels more like an alpha.

    "Hey, Julia. Where are you going?" he greeted, sounding chill as if this meeting was merely a coincidence.

    Julia turned, slightly surprised to see Karl. "Oh, Karl. My husband and I are taking a short vacation. We're going out of town for a week," she replied with a thin smile, her tone friendly yet distant.

    Karl raised his eyebrows, a hint of disappointment creeping in. "Wow, that sounds exciting. Been planning this for a while, huh?"

    "Yeah, my husband finally got some time off. So, yeah, we decided to take a short break," Julia said, ending the call and tucking her phone into her bag.

    Karl pondered for a moment, racking his brain to find something to say to keep Julia there longer. "Well, be careful on the road. Don't miss your flight, haha," he joked.

    Julia chuckled, "Don't worry, we're all set. I have to go now, Karl. See you later."

    Julia's husband seemed ready and stepped out of the apartment door, "Oh, Hi Karl. How's my advice from yesterday?"

    "Advice?" Karl frowned, then muttered to himself, "What's this ugly bastard talking about."

    "Ahha... you forgot? Yesterday you asked Julia about my job, right? You're want to get serious in your life and start a new career, right?"

    Karl smiled thinly, "Y.. yeah. Ahhaha.."

    Karl finally understood what the system meant, the moment he squeezed Julia's boobs had been altered by the universe, replaced with a moment Karl himself didn't know.

    Like a double-edged sword, this both benefited and disadvantaged Karl.

    On one hand, he could remember the true events that had happened, on the other hand, Karl didn't know what memories others possessed.

    Julia giggled, "No need to be shy, Karl, you're a good young man. You work to support your younger sibling's education, right?"

    Karl smiled thinly and muttered to himself, "Holy shit! There's no way my life story is that cool, my salary is even very minimal."

    Julia's husband patted Karl's shoulder, "It's okay, Karl. You've shared about the struggles in your life. Don't listen to the quotes on social media that say 'Men don't talk.' You're a great young man."

    Karl wanted to explode and curse, feeling cringe because his life story had become a sad tale fabricated for the sake of pity and recognition.

    Karl could only nod, trying to hold back his true feelings.

    Julia and her husband say goodbye.

    Karl could only watch as Julia walked away and was warmly embraced by her husband, the two of them laughing together in front of the pervert dude who had been eyeing someone else's wife and want to bang her hard.

    "Damn.. I wanna cook and just end up feeling like a cuck."

    As Julia waved goodbye and walked away, Karl felt a slight pang of dissatisfaction creeping into his chest.

    "I failed to make an adult video with her," he muttered softly, then turned back to his apartment with his hands in his pockets.

    Karl walked back to his apartment with a blank expression.

    Karl's encounter with Julia and her husband might have been short, but he could feel a sense of weakness and a disgusting sensation like being a cuckold.

    As he returned to his apartment, he checked his phone.

    Ping..

    The sound of a notification indicating a new message rang.

    Karl saw the incoming message from Zoey.

    Karl thank you for listening to me yesterday, even though you're a beta male, I didn't expect you to make me feel better.

    "Bitch.. what memory replaced the blowjob moment? Damn... how could I be willing to comfort that dirty woman!"

    Karl replied to Zoey's message,

    Hahha.. It's not a big deal.

    Zoey replied again,

    Karl, Adam is getting angrier with me. He's accusing me of giving another guy a blowjob, when yesterday I just visited your apartment.

    Karl chuckled, "Hahha... thinking about the whole From Thug to Cuck moment yesterday totally lifted my mood."

    Karl typed out a reply to Zoey.

    I don't know Zoey, I don't want to get involved in other people's relationships too much, i just help you before.

    Karl chucks his phone and flops down, "Damn, what on earth is that bitch remembering, huh?"

    In his head, Karl's all like, "Hmm.. will Adam be suspicious about me?"

    ----

    [ DING ]

    [ New Quest Available! ]

    [ The Secret! ]

    - Objective: Make your coworker (whoever) reveal three of their darkest secrets.

    - Time Limit: 24 Hours

    ---

    The new quest surprised Karl. "Secret?" Karl frowned.

    "Should I target Zoey or... yeah, Zoey is the easiest target for that."

    "After all, it's the quest, right?"

    [ Correct ]

    [ This quest must be completed in the Hijack section, the section that is only available for quest purposes ]

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦

  
  




  Chapter 28
  

  


  
    
    Chapter 28

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Karl feel his stomach was straight-up protesting, hungry vibes echoing in the room like they were straight-up mocking him. "Damn, I need to eat before tackling this quest," he muttered while cracking open a pack of instant cup noodles.

    As a seasoned brokie, Karl was used to living on a budget. Splurging on fancy food was just not in the cards for him.

    He poured hot water into the cup noodles, sealed it shut, then waited a few minutes while pondering.

    His thoughts were interrupted by a notification from Zoey popping up on his phone. "She thinks I'm a beta male? After turning her boyfriend from a thug to a cuck?" Karl snorted cynically, eyeing his cup noodles that were slowly puffing up.

    The annoyance faded a bit when the aroma of the instant noodle soup wafted over. Karl grabbed chopsticks, stirred the noodles, and started slurping up the broth.

    While eating, he mused, "What dark secrets does that bitch hold?"

    Karl sighed. "Oh well, deal with Zoey later. Right now, it's all about getting my fill," he said, continuing his meal with a slightly rejuvenated spirit.

    After finishing his cup noodles, Karl felt energy starting to flow back. Even though his meal was simple, it was enough to fill him up. He tossed the empty wrapper aside and tidied up the room briefly before sitting back down.

    His mind drifted back to Zoey's message. Karl pulled out his phone, reopening their conversation and analyzing the message more closely.

    "Beta male?" he mumbled, furrowing his brow. "Why's she always so irritating!? I should've just fuck her yesterday!"

    Karl knew Zoey saw him as weak for often backing down and avoiding conflict.

    But he was sure it wasn't out of fear; to Karl, being a brokie was enough, no need to add being dumb and hurt, hospital bills were expensive.

    Ding...

    The doorbell in Karl's apartment shattered the silence, pausing his busy thoughts for a moment. He hadn't expected anyone, especially without a heads-up. Curious, he made his way to the door.

    Upon opening it, Karl was shocked to find Adam standing there.

    Adam, Zoey's boyfriend, who Karl had been joking about recently without anyone knowing.

    "Adam?" Karl said his name in surprise. He hadn't thought Adam would come to see him, especially after everything that had gone down.

    Adam seemed agitated, his face a mix of anger and anxiety. "We need to talk, Karl," Adam said firmly, his eyes sharp on Karl.

    Karl stood for a moment before signaling for Adam to come in. "Alright, spill it. What's up?" he asked casually, even though he felt the tension in the air.

    Adam stepped in, gazing seriously at Karl.

    "I got your address from Zoey, I just want to confirm. Did Zoey come here yesterday?"

    "Yeah, she came over yesterday."

    "Karl, where did she go after leaving here?"

    "I don't know, man."

    "Damn it! Zoey must be dating her guy friend!"

    Karl raised an eyebrow, grumbling internally.

    "What does he think I am!? goddamn thug cuck madafaka!"

    Adam sighed, "Okay Karl, that's all I wanted to ask. By the way..." Adam stood up and smirked, "Karl, you gotta chill! Mrs. Jane's got a husband!"

    "HUH?" Karl furrowed his brow.

    Without further ado, Adam left Karl, who was left pondering.

    After Adam had bid his farewell and left, Karl let out a long sigh. The meeting had left him feeling uneasy while also piquing his curiosity.

    "What random memory did Adam recall?" Karl remembered the incident in the park.

    He checked the clock on the wall and realized it was almost time to head to work.

    Karl quickly got ready, changing out of his casual clothes into his work uniform.

    "Darn it, universe sucks!" Karl grumbled as he got ready.

    After making sure nothing was left behind, Karl left his apartment and headed to the Convenience Store where he worked. On the way, he thought about small plans that could be implemented at work, hoping to bring about some change.

    Arriving at the Convenience Store, Karl sighed.

    "What memories do Zoey and Adam have about me and Mrs. Jane, hmm?" He wondered.

    Looking around, he felt that the atmosphere was a bit different today. He saw two new employees standing by the cash register, looking awkward and confused. One of them was a woman with long hair, and the other was a burly guy.

    Before he could introduce himself, Jane, the stern Manager, called out to him. "Karl! Come here, I need your help!" Her voice was loud and commanding, diverting Karl's attention from the new employees.

    "Yes, Mrs. Jane. What's up?" Karl asked, trying to sound calm despite feeling reluctant.

    "Can you help me lift these boxes to the top shelf? We just received a shipment and need to put them away quickly," Jane pointed to several large boxes in the corner of the room.

    Karl glanced at the boxes and felt a bit burdened. "But Mrs. Jane, isn't there someone else who can help?" he asked, trying to find a way to avoid the heavy work.

    "We don't have time for that! We need to act fast! No more questions, Karl!" Jane insisted, her eyes showing that she wouldn't accept refusal.

    Karl grumbled quietly, but he knew it was pointless to resist. "Alright, fine," he said resignedly. He started approaching the boxes and lifting them one by one. Each step felt heavier, especially because his mind was still preoccupied with the encounter with Adam and Zoey's messages that haunted him.

    As he tried to lift the last, pretty big box, the new male employee approached him. "Need a hand?" he offered, looking concerned.

    Karl smiled, grateful for the offer. "Yeah, thanks. This is pretty heavy," he replied.

    Together, they managed to lift the box and place it on the shelf. As they worked together, Karl introduced himself and chatted a bit about work. Feeling better, he tried to stay positive even though the situation was tense.

    After some time, all the boxes were lifted and neatly arranged on the shelf. Karl breathed a sigh of relief and turned to the new employees. "I'm Karl, nice to meet you," he said with a genuine smile.

    "I'm Jason," the man replied, "and this is my friend, Lily."

    Karl nodded, feeling a bit more comfortable after the chat. Though the day had started with challenges, he knew that with the team's support, they could handle anything. Now, he just needed to find a way to use this situation to his advantage, or even squeeze Lily's breast if there was a chance.

    ****

    Zoey arrived, Zoey came in for the second shift that just started. Running from 04:00 pm to 12:00 am, keeping Karl company until midnight.

    Work went on as usual until the second shift with new employees ended.

    A few hours later, Karl started to execute his quest, heading to the restroom.

    ----

    [ Hijack Section ] { For quest purposes only }

    [Hijack: Secrets Are Not a Big Deal]

    - Selected Target: Zoey (Coworker)

    ---

    [Hijack Success]

    - Duration 00:15:00

    ---

    "Only fifteen minutes?"

    Karl saunters back to the cashier after confirming the highjack effect is on, with limited time to get answers from Zoey.

    Approaching Zoey who's tidying up the shelves, he casually says, "Zoey, by the way, have you ever had any juicy dark secrets that you've never spilled to anyone?"

    Zoey pauses for a moment, the hijack effect starting to work, making it easier for her to open up. "Hmm, there are actually a few things I've been keeping under wraps," she says, as if no longer feeling the need to hide them.

    Intrigued, Karl continues, "Come on, spill the tea to me. I'm, like, totally trustworthy."

    Zoey gives a slight smile and starts talking. "Well, since you asked... First off, I cheated on Adam for a few months with one of his work buddies. He had no clue, and I made sure Adam would never suspect him because his friend acted all innocent in front of him."

    Karl tries to contain his shocked expression but remains calm to dig deeper. "Oh, so you have a naughty side too. What else?"

    After a moment of thought, Zoey nods. "Yeah, there is. Second, I once falsely accused a school friend of engaging in incest with her uncle."

    Karl tries to hold back his surprise that's starting to show on his face. "This chick is wild!" Karl mutters to himself.

    Karl adds, "Okay, that's two. Curious about the third one."

    Zoey furrows her brow a bit, but the highjack effect is still going strong. Zoey's third dark secret leaves Karl stunned.

    Karl's eyes widen, "Seriously, Zoey?"

    "Yeah, Karl, I..."

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    Chapter 29

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Zoey totally silent for a sec, looking hella unsure before she continued. But the hijack effect was still banging strong, pushing her to spill more.

    "Yeah, Karl, I... like actually got a problem with kleptomania. It's been mad long I couldn't control the urge to nick small stuff. Even at this workplace, I'm always snatching things I don't even need," spilled Zoey in a low voice, acting like she had just realized the heaviness of her own confession.

    Karl went quiet, processing the new info he just heard. "Kleptomania? So you're really into swiping stuff here?" he asked, trying to keep it chill even though he was already plotting in his head.

    Zoey nodded slowly, feeling both embarrassed and relieved 'cause she could finally be real. "Yeah, I know it's wrong. But damn, that urge is too strong sometimes, and I feel like I can't hold it back. I always make sure the stuff I snatch ain't too pricey to avoid suspicion."

    Karl eyed Zoey carefully, processing her confession about kleptomania. Momentarily, his mind flashed back to the past, when Jane, the manager, used to whine about the messed-up stock balance at the store. Small items, like snacks and accessories, would go missing without a trace. Karl was the only one handling the stock back then, and all the shortages were seen as his fault or negligence.

    As a result, Karl often had to bear the burden of these losses as debts. Every time something went missing and couldn't be explained, Jane would deduct the amount owed from Karl's salary. "What can you do, Karl? It's your responsibility," Jane would say with a firm tone back then, not giving him a chance to defend himself.

    In an instant, a realization flooded Karl's mind.

    Zoey. All of this was Zoey's doing. Her kleptomania causing the stock imbalance that made Karl bear debts. Karl felt anger starting to simmer in his chest, his hands clenching tight, but he tried to hold back from unleashing his emotions right away.

    He took a deep breath and tried to stay calm in front of Zoey. "So, you're always snagging stuff around here, huh?" he asked with a tone that sounded relaxed, but with a hint of stiffness in his voice.

    Zoey seemed not to notice Karl's change in tone. "Yeah, but just small stuff. I make sure not to take too much to avoid standing out."

    Karl felt a bitter taste crawling up his throat.

    Not too much? That's enough to wreck my finances!

    His inner thoughts screamed. But, he still tried to maintain his cool demeanor. "No wonder. So that's what's been making the stock unbalanced," he muttered, as if talking to himself.

    Zoey looked a bit puzzled. "What do you mean?"

    Karl stared straight at her. "All this time, whenever there was a stock shortage, Jane always put all the costs of the losses on me. I had to bear it from my salary. And apparently, it was all because of your actions."

    Zoey looked shocked, her eyes widening and her face paling. "Karl, I... I didn't know you had to bear it. I thought... I thought no one would care 'cause it's just small stuff."

    Karl forced a bitter smile, his anger starting to boil even though he tried to sound calm. "Well, turns out it's not just me who cares. My salary has been cut because of your kleptomania, Zoey."

    Zoey opened her mouth, as if she wanted to say something, but no words came out.

    Karl took a long breath, trying to contain himself from lashing out in the workplace. "Don't worry, I won't tell Jane. But you owe me, Zoey. And I'll make sure you pay it back, one way or another," he said in a low tone, but with a hidden threat.

    System notification pops up.

    ---

    [ Quest Completed! ]

    - 150 Hijack Points, 40 XP

    ---

    Karl stared at the system panel screen that appeared before him. A sense of satisfaction surged in his chest, even though behind it, there was a lingering sense of unease that wasn't fully gone. He had successfully completed the quest and gained some points, but the issue with Zoey was not resolved. There was something weighing on his mind, as if the demand for justice was not entirely fulfilled.

    Zoey was still standing in front of him, looking anxious and guilty. Her face seemed even paler than before, and her hands were shaking slightly. "Karl, I'll pay back whatever you spent because of me. I... I'll try to fix this," she said with a trembling voice, as if searching for the right words.

    Karl remained calm, realizing that this was the right moment to leverage the situation. He wouldn't let go of the opportunity to maximize the benefits from Zoey's confession. "I have an idea," he said while looking at Zoey with calculating eyes. "You can help me with a few things. Consider it as a way to repay your debts."

    Zoey looked relieved that Karl didn't straight-up report her to Jane, but fear still seeped through her expression. "What do you want?" she asked, though her voice sounded hesitant.

    Karl rubbed his chin, pondering various scenarios. "You'll work extra for me. Whenever there's an additional task from Jane or work that I don't wanna do, you'll handle it. We'll see it as a repayment for your debts."

    Zoey could only nod. "Okay, I'll do it," she said softly.

    Karl gave a thin smile, feeling as if he had won this little game. "Great. Starting tomorrow, we'll see how fast you can pay off that debt."

    And it didn't take long for universe do the magic.

    "So like Karl, my relationship with Adam is like super complex." Zoey said.

    "H...uh?" Karl squinted.

    ---

    [ Hijack Duration ]

    - 00:00:00

    ---

    Karl sighed, "Damn, so the universe flips people's memories this fast. And i just forgot it, shit...I totally got sucked into the vibe." Karl grumbled in his mind.

    When the hijack effect finally ended, Karl sensed a subtle change in Zoey's way of speaking.

    Her tone became more normal, like a regular convo, but Karl didn't know what topic was planted in Zoey's memory.

    Zoey looked at Karl with confusion. "Why do you look weird, Karl? Did I say something wrong?" she asked with a cautious tone.

    Karl tried to normalize his expression. "Nah, everything's cool," he replied with a faint smile. "I was just a bit surprised by your issue earlier. It was... quite shocking."

    Zoey gave a slight smile, then her face turned serious again. "Yeah, I know. I never really talked about it with anyone. But I feel relieved to finally be honest about this. Even though you're a total beta male, you're a good listener."

    Karl could feel the annoyance bubbling up inside him, his fists clenched tightly. "Bitch!" he cursed silently in his head.

    ******

    The work hours felt even more annoying than usual for Karl.

    When Karl almost finished his shift, two fresh-faced employees showed up. Karl eyed them, "Wow, so pale," Karl muttered.

    Out of the blue, the system gave Karl a weird notification, a notification he had never seen before.

    -----

    [ DING ]

    [ Uncommon Creature Detected ]

    -----

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    Chapter 30

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Karl was totally shook, staring at the weird notification popping up on his system screen.

    ---

    [DING]

    [Uncommon Creature Detected]

    ---

    His eyes shifted from the screen to the two new employees standing not far from him. They seemed pretty normal, although their skin did look kinda paler than usual. But what did that notification mean? Were they not regular humans?

    Karl tried to keep a level head, pushing aside his growing curiosity. He observed them more closely.

    One of them had long straight black hair cascading down to their shoulders, with slightly melancholic eyes, while the other had a slim body and a narrow face with a flat expression. They got straight to work and seemed busy organizing some items on the shelves.

    Karl cautiously approached them. "Hey, you guys are the new employees, right?" he inquired in a friendly tone, although his eyes kept on scrutinizing their movements.

    "Oh, yeah, we just started today," replied one of them in a normal voice, but for some reason, something felt off to Karl.

    The system suddenly gave two more notifications.

    ---

    [System Analysis]

    - Species: Half-Human

    - Status: Low Potential Danger

    ---

    Karl's heart raced as he read that information. "Half-human?" he murmured to himself. This was the first time he encountered beings that were not entirely human.

    Questions flooded his mind. What made them different? What was their purpose here?

    Without showing his suspicion, Karl kept up the friendly act. "Well, welcome aboard, hope you enjoy it here," he said while observing their reactions.

    The two new employees nodded simultaneously, seemingly unaware of any strangeness. "Thank you," they replied.

    Karl racked his brain. If the system classified them as a potential threat, even if low, there was still something to be cautious about. Maybe he could keep a closer eye on them without raising suspicion. Or, there was another option crossing his mind—the option to hook up or get a blowjob from these non-human creatures.

    A wild idea popped into his head. "What if I try SpankSome on them? Banging unusual creatures sounds intriguing," he thought, imagining the possibility of his dick penetrating their pussy.

    But before he got too excited by his own fantasies, a new notification popped up on his system screen.

    ---

    [Alert!]

    [Uncommon Creature is not affected by changes made by the Common Sense Hijack System.]

    [Risk of performing Hijack (SpankSome) on Uncommon Creature is unknown.]

    [Host should avoid Hijacking them or performing Hijack around them.]

    ---

    Karl gazed at the notification with a disappointed expression forming on his face. "Well, I guess I'll have to stick to regular humans for now," he muttered to himself.

    As he watched the two new employees, Karl finally decided to take a cautious approach first.

    He wanted to learn more about them before trying anything riskier, like banging or face fucking them.

    As he pretended to be busy with his work, Karl continued to observe the movements of the two new employees. He tried to detect any unusual signs, and after a while, the system provided additional analysis about their species.

    ---

    [Additional Analysis]

    Name: Homo Obscura

    Description:

    Half-human species with the ability to blend in among regular humans. Physical characteristics include paler skin and a different energy aura.

    They have stronger immunity, physical strength and the ability to conceal their identities well. The presence of Homo Obscura is rarely known and often considered a myth. Only individuals with special abilities can detect their differences.

    ---

    "Homo Obscura?" Karl muttered softly, trying to digest the new information.

    "So, they weren't fully human, but not entirely foreign creatures either."

    Karl's mind immediately drifted to various conspiracy theories and urban legends about creatures living alongside humans without ever being detected.

    He felt a bit creeped out, but there was also a growing sense of curiosity. If these creatures truly possessed special powers or abilities, what could he gain from them? Or were they just hidden threats behind everyday life?

    Karl decided to keep a silent watch on them.

    For now, he had to find out more about Homo Obscura and how they managed to blend in with humans.

    When the time was right, he might attempt to hijack their consciousness, but only if he was sure it wouldn't endanger him and would satisfy his dick.

    Karl kept mulling over the last notification that appeared on his system. The information about Homo Obscura hinted that they were not affected by the Common Sense Hijack System, raising various questions in his mind. What truly made these creatures different, and how could they be immune to a power that even affected the behavior of regular humans?

    Pretending to arrange items on the shelves, Karl continued to watch the two new employees. He noticed that their movements did seem slightly different. They moved with a certain grace, even though they were just doing regular work. Somehow, each of their movements felt synchronized, as if following a rhythm unconsciously.

    The system provided additional analysis about the creatures:

    ---

    [Further Analysis]

    - Immunity Cause: Homo Obscura's brainwave patterns are vastly different from humans, making them resistant to forced rule or perception changes. Furthermore, they have a natural ability to detect reality manipulation around them.

    - Side Effects: When around individuals affected by the system, Homo Obscura can sense the changes and sometimes "neutralize" those effects.

    ---

    Karl furrowed his brow.

    "So, not only are they immune to the Common Sense Hijack System, but they can also influence their surrounding environment. This means that plans to manipulate the system in front of them might fail or lead to unforeseen reactions."

    Approaching them again, Karl tried to initiate another conversation. "You guys seem pretty skilled for new employees," he praised. "Have you worked in a place like this before?"

    The black-haired employee nodded slowly. "We've done similar work, although not exactly in an environment like this," they replied.

    Karl felt their answer held undisclosed layers of meaning.

    ****

    End of Karl's shift, Zoey looked at Karl.

    "Karl, are you interested in those two new employees?" Zoey asked.

    "Ah... no," Karl evaded, of course their white faces and straight hair made Karl want to slap and mess up their faces with his dick.

    They both walked out of the convenience store, Zoey was picked up by her ride.

    Meanwhile, Karl walked as usual, the quiet midnight atmosphere making Karl somewhat uneasy.

    Walking while lost in thought, Karl spotted a beautiful woman on the deserted side of the road. She was sitting on a chair and preparing to eat a hamburger and drink an ice cola she had placed on the table.

    Karl swallowed hard, "Hmm... I wonder how it would feel if my dick was sucked in public?"

    He grinning, his dick get hard, the red lips of the woman made Karl want to poke her lips with his dick head.

    Karl walked behind a tree in the area, "I'll surely enjoy your quick service, miss, mwahahaha..."

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    Chapter 31

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    "Oh my gosh, it's time to have some freaking fun," he thought, feeling the urge to do something naughty. He never thought a moment of exhibitionism in his life would come and he couldn't wait to bust out his skills, Spanksome. Karl opened the SpankSome panel, and as he wanted to type the target's name, he realized, "Crap, I don't know her name." But, the system showed up to help.

    ---

    [ DING ]

    [ Does Host want to use 100 Hijack Points to identify the target? ]

    [Yes]/[No]

    ---

    Without hesitation, Karl hit that [Yes] button.

    ---

    [ DING ]

    [ Name: Cindy ]

    [ Info inputted into Host's subconscious. ]

    [ Common Sense Hijack System will target the Cindy as intended by Host. ]

    ---

    Karl smirked, "Oh, absolutely. I don't wanna hijack all the Cindys out there, hahahha..."

    ---

    [ SpankSome ]

    > Target: Cindy

    > Common Sense: Sperm can enhance the taste of any food, sucking dick while eating is pure bliss.

    > Duration: 00:30:00

    ---

    Karl put on his hood from his Hoodie, then whipped out the mask from his hoodie pocket, a mask that had been there since the Cuckfeed Ninety pandemic hit. With easy steps, he approached the woman's table, intentionally not pressing enter yet.

    "Hey, anything interesting happening today?" he asked, pretending to be friendly.

    "Oh, not much. Just enjoying this food. You know, my favorite hamburger and ice cola, and my peaceful moment is ruined by weird dudes like you!" she replied sarcastically.

    Karl nodded, but his mind was elsewhere. He quietly activated SpankSome, channeling his energy towards the woman. He felt the power flow, and instantly her expression started to change.

    "You should try my dick, it'll definitely make your meal more enjoyable!"

    Karl continued the conversation as if there was nothing weird. He tried to sound normal, even though his heart was racing to see the upcoming reaction.

    "Sure, but...," the woman hesitated. "I find your voice odd."

    "Weird? Why?" Karl asked, holding back his laughter and whipping out his dick. He was eager to see what would happen next. "Maybe my dick is too big, huh?"

    As they conversed, Karl felt the effects of SpankSome strengthening. The woman suddenly pushed her burger away as if feeling uncomfortable.

    "It feels... like I really need your dick, this hamburger is tasteless," she said, scoffing at the food she had looked forward to prior.

    "Please, don't be shy." Karl replied, pretending to care.

    With the night's cold breeze blowing, Karl's dick faced the beautiful woman.

    "Maybe... I should drink first." Cindy drank the Ice Cola.

    "Yeah, that's a great idea!" Karl responded, holding back a laugh. He knew he was creating discomfort, but for him, it was all part of the plan.

    Next, Cindy opened her mouth and devoured Karl's dick.

    "Agh..." Karl moaned, feeling the chill of Cindy's mouth just after she had sipped the ice-cold cola.

    Slorrp... Slorpp...

    The woman began to suck Karl's dick.

    Karl pulled out his dick.

    He lifted the ice cola and stirred it with his dick, as if wanting to give extra attention to the woman.

    "You know," Karl said, trying to sound very supportive. "Maybe, with my dick's mix, your ice cola can taste even better."

    The woman nodded unsure, then raised the glass. As she sipped the ice cola, her expression became strange, as if she wasn't sure if she really wanted to do it.

    Karl could feel the hijack effect still going strong. Even with the dick-stirred ice cola, Cindy was still willing to drink it.

    "You better make me cum quick," Karl continued, trying to keep the conversation flowing. "That hamburger needs some cum topping to taste better."

    "Hmm, I—" Cindy stopped, as if her words got stuck. "Alright,"

    Karl smiled, directing his dick towards Cindy's face.

    "No need to rush, my dick ain't going anywhere, hahaha..." He tried to stay calm, even though he felt the uncontrollable joy inside.

    "Why do I feel strange?" Cindy mumbled in her mind. "There's nothing wrong with blowing a dick while eating anyway."

    Slorpp...

    Cindy was like, licking, slurping, and sucking on Karl's dick.

    Karl whipped out his cell phone and turned on the camera.

    "Hey, what are you doing? Don't just record people randomly!" Cindy scolded as she spat out Karl's Dick.

    "Huh? Uhh..." Karl was shook.

    "Don't pull any weird stuff, okay!" Cindy snapped while squeezing Karl's D in front of the deserted public.

    "O... okay, sorry!" Karl apologized.

    Instead of causing a scene, Karl chose to keep it low-key and enjoy Cindy's mouth magic.

    "Ugh... that's so good," Karl moaned, "Oh... it's amazing,"

    Mmmm... ohhh... yeah...

    Cindy spit out Karl's cock and stroked it, "If you're about to blow, just let me know! I don't want to waste your precious cum, it needs to be squirted all over my sandwich!"

    "Got it, I'll definitely give you a heads up when I'm ready to explode."

    Slorrp.. Slorrpl...

    The lips still chill from sippin' on that ice cold cola continued to slurp on Karl's dick in that quiet night.

    Karl's eyes search around, making sure no one catches him and Cindy in this weird act. It didn't take long for Karl to feel his dong pulsatin'

    "Oh god, Cindy I'm about to blow.."

    HWAKHHH...

    Cindy spits out Karl's dong, then starts jerkin' it. Cindy jerks Karl's dong with her left hand, and grabs a burger with her right hand.

    AGGHH.... Karl moan.

    Roughly, Cindy pulls Karl's dong until the tip of Karl's dong's almost touchin' her burger.

    Splashrrt... Splashrrt...

    Karl's sperm flew everywhere, not just on Cindy's burger but a lil' bit of his man juice even splattered on her ice cola.

    Karl let out a weird pleasure-filled sigh. "Whoa, thanks!" Cindy released Karl's dick. "Haha... you're welcome," Karl tucked his dick back in and sneakily looked at the table in front of Cindy.

    There was a smartphone standing in the middle of the table. Karl glanced at the screen of the smartphone, "CRAP!!!!"

    ---

    [A/N: Do you still want that ice cola? If not, just toss it my way by hitting that send gift button. If you're still want it, no worries, there's a pizza or an inspiration capsule you can send too anyway XD]

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    Chapter 32

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Karl run away not giving a damn about the still active Hijack Duration. Panic was creeping up in his brain.

    Meanwhile, Cindy was staring at Karl, "What a weird dude!"

    At the same time, Karl was storming off, muttering to himself.

    "Damn, how did I not realize she was live streaming?" he thought anxiously.

    Karl was grateful that at least he was wearing a mask, hiding his identity from Cindy's smartphone camera.

    Karl went back to his apartment, couldn't sleep all night because he kept thinking about yesterday's incident.

    Karl's tired eyes were like, "I hope my identity is safe!" mumbled Karl, just waking up and grabbing a drink.

    Karl sighed, "Hmm... Julia still on vacation? I'm in the mood for a Milf."

    Just after saying that, Mrs. Thomspson's face popped into Karl's head.

    "What if I have some fun with her first?" Karl grinned.

    Sleep-deprived Karl couldn't control his horniness, without proper clothing, he rushed to Mrs. Thomspson's apartment.

    He had set up SpankSome with the common sense, "Satisfying sexual desires is a neighborly obligation." for an hour.

    ***

    Karl couldn't control himself, as soon as he entered Mrs. Thomspson's apartment, he grabbed and squeezed Mrs. Thomspson's breasts without caring if her husband was there or not, luckily Mrs. Thomspson's husband was out of town on business at that time.

    Karl even forgot to record his depraved actions, he fell asleep after ejaculating inside Mrs. Thomspon while Mrs. Thomspson was in the cowgirl position.

    "So warm!" Karl hugged Mrs. Thomspson, unknowingly falling asleep.

    ***

    ---

    [ Hijack Duration ]

    - Duration: 00:00:01

    ---

    The Hijack Duration ended. Karl slowly opened his eyes, "Shit.." Karl checked his body, "Damn, I'm not wearing pants!"

    "Karl," Mrs. Thomspon called out.

    Karl's heart was pounding, he reflexively stood up, "This.. this.."

    Hug... Mrs. Thompson hugged Karl.

    Karl felt the warmth of Mrs. Thompson getting closer as she pulled him into the embrace. He was momentarily surprised, not expecting that moment to happen, but as Mrs. Thompson's arms wrapped around him, he felt something comfortable and calming.

    The hug felt genuine, like a mother hugging a child to protect them from all pain. Mrs. Thompson gently patted Karl's back, providing comfort he never knew he craved. There was warmth and a sense of security spreading inside him, slowly releasing the burdens he had kept tightly.

    "Everything will be okay, Karl. I'm sorry, I can't marry you!" whispered Mrs. Thompson softly in his ear.

    Karl could only be silent, letting himself enjoy the moment with his half-naked body, his dick touching Mrs. Thompson's skirt.

    The hug was not just a gesture, but a conveyance of feelings, whatever memories the universe provided Mrs. Thompson with.

    Karl felt his heart beating faster as their hug started to change. There was something different in the way Mrs. Thompson held him, gentler and warmer than just a comforting embrace. As she slowly released the hug, their eyes met in intense silence, as if there was something unspoken lingering between them.

    Mrs. Thompson didn't immediately move away. Her hand was still on Karl's shoulder, her fingers touching his skin with thrilling warmth. Their gaze grew deeper, and time seemed to briefly stop. There was a subtle vibration in the air, creating a longing that had never been thought of before.

    Karl leaned in, almost unconsciously. "Mrs. Thompson..." he whispered, his voice barely trembling.

    Yet, Mrs. Thompson simply smiled faintly, with a gentle yet meaningful gaze. "Call me Elena," she said softly, her tone like a calming breeze.

    The atmosphere shifted from warm to filled with restrained passion. Karl reached out, touching Elena's cheek hesitantly, but as his fingers felt the softness of her skin, he knew that the moment could not be ignored. Without saying anything more, they approached each other, and the distance between them slowly faded as their lips met in a kiss full of emotion.

    After their kiss, the room fell silent. Karl and Elena still stood, facing each other with slightly labored breaths.

    A new intimacy had formed, but doubt suddenly crept into their hearts. Karl felt like he was on the verge of something big, and it made his mind whirl.

    Elena stepped back slightly, looking at Karl with a mix of unpredictable emotions. "Maybe... this shouldn't have happened, forgive me Karl. I only satisfied my own desires." she said, her voice low, almost like a whisper. She lowered her head, avoiding Karl's gaze as he searched for answers in her face.

    Karl frowned and mumbled to himself, "I don't care what kind of drama is the universe creating, but for now i have to play the role."

    "Why not?" he asked, trying to find conviction in his own words. "We didn't do anything wrong... we just followed our feelings."

    Elena sighed, seemingly struggling between desire and reality. "I'm older than you, Karl. And I already have a husband. The world won't understand, and maybe we can't either." There was a tone of regret in her voice, as if she had already spoken the words that would end everything.

    But Karl didn't want to give up so easily. "I don't care what the world thinks," he replied firmly. "I know what I feel. I care about you, Elena... more than I can explain."

    Karl approached Elena again, this time more slowly, as if giving Elena time to refuse if that was her wish. But Elena didn't move back. Their eyes met once again, and the silence that enveloped them seemed to witness the hidden feelings.

    "I just need to know one thing," Karl said softly. "Do you feel the same way?"

    Elena was silent for a moment, her gaze softer but also filled with doubt. "Karl, I... I don't know if this is right. But I know that I also don't want you to stop."

    Without much thought, Karl reached for Elena's hand, pulling her into the embrace again, and this time they didn't hesitate to let those feelings take over them. Their hug became a silent admission that whatever happened next, tonight belonged to them—a moment that might not be repeatable, but will always be remembered.

    But the ringing of the phone on Elena's table suddenly shattered the silence. They were both startled, as if awakened from a beautiful dream that was not entirely real. Elena pulled away from Karl hurriedly, her face tensed.

    "I have to take this call," she said in a colder tone, as if returning to demanding reality. "We will talk again later." Without waiting for a response, she took her phone and left the room, leaving Karl alone with lingering feelings and his dick still dangling because he hadn't put on his pants.

    Karl rocked his jeans and headed back to his apartement, "Holy fucking shit, my life just turned into a legit soap opera."

    Karl glanced at the clock, "Damn!"

    Karl sighed and checked his phone, he opened up social media, his eyes popped out.

    "What? Spermberggirl?"

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    Chapter 33

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Karl was totally glued to the screen, checking out the trending topic on social media. "Spermberggirl" was the talk of the town, with thousands of peeps commenting and sharing the deets.

    At first, Karl was just curious about the weird-ass name, but when he clicked on the main article, his eyes nearly popped out of his head. The face of the woman on the screen was someone he knew, the lady he messed with last night, Cindy.

    Instant guilt slapped him in the face. He remembered the whole thing - what he thought was just a harmless kinky idea for his pleasure, now turned into a viral mockery.

    In a widely circulated video, Cindy, now known as Spermberggirl, spilled the beans on how she didn't remember the incident at all. She simply recalled being approached to chat about stocks by a mysterious dude rocking a mask.

    Karl rubbed his face, feeling his heart racing. He never imagined his kinky escapade would end like this - with someone he fooled becoming viral fodder and the butt of jokes for many. It was a mix of emotions, a cocktail of shame, guilt, and tension because his identity remained undisclosed.

    Karl scrolled through his phone, reading all the comments flooding the posts about Spermberggirl. Most peeps seemed entertained and treated the video as fap material, while others condemned and suspected the mysterious guy in the video of having hypnotic powers.

    The deeper Karl delved, the more adrenaline surged inside him owing to the increasing details.

    Cindy spilled the beans in an interview about how the ordeal triggered her depression. She decided to report some haters to cyber security and tried to report the mysterious dude (Karl) to the cops and vowed to hunt him down.

    Even Cindy got support from purple-haired women who always advocating for women's freedom.

    Karl grinned sourly. "Such a twist," he muttered, feeling a bit slapped by the reality that he unwittingly became part of someone's redemption's opening chapter.

    Thoughts of mischief continued looping in his mind. It felt like watching dominos fall, and he wasn't sure if he should be glad his identity was concealed or be ashamed because his dick head was now famous on social media.

    Then, he stumbled upon comments hinting at his identity vaguely. One user said, 

    Whoever messed with her before must be regretting now. Karma works fast!

    Reading that, Karl felt meh. As a dude not caring about his own future, social media Karma talk wouldn't scare him.

    Karl knew he didn't have to do anything, plus, what could he do now? Apologize to the woman? A foolish option. Karl chose to stay silent and carry on as usual, though the tension persisted in his head.

    ****

    Karl prepped for work.

    Karl strutted to the convenience store where he worked. His mind still consumed by the Spermberggirl news and the faint tension lingered. As he entered the store, the little bell above the door jingled, signaling his co-worker that a customer (or in this case, a tardy employee) had arrived.

    Karl hastily donned his uniform, commencing shelf duty. However, his mind kept wandering, unable to focus on the job at hand. Relaxing behind the cash register, awaiting the next customer, he sneakily peeked at his phone once more, investigating any fresh tidbits on Spermberggirl.

    Lo and behold, there was. The latest article hinted that mysterious dude real identity might soon be revealed, with astute social media junkies already sleuthing the story's origins. Karl swallowed hard. Thoughts of being embroiled in this mess haunted him further.

    Soon enough, a customer strolled in, approaching the cashier with a few items in hand. "Hey, good afternoon," the customer chirped, placing the goods on the counter.

    Karl attempted a smile. "Good afternoon, can I assist you with anything?" he asked while scanning the items.

    As the customer reached for their wallet, they suddenly quipped, "Hey, do you know about Spermberggirl? That's insane, right! I didn't expect someone to hypnotize that quick."

    Karl was briefly taken aback but quickly composed himself. "Oh, yeah, I've heard a bit about it," he responded cautiously. "It's indeed odd how someone can hypnotize others so easily."

    The customer nodded. "Totally true. I think it's all BS. Sometimes desperate folks go all out for attention on social media." After paying, the customer left, leaving Karl with a more tumultuous mind.

    Karl sighed deeply. He realized he didn't need to worry too much as many still doubted Cindy's tale.

    ****

    Mrs. Jane, the store manager, emerged from the back room looking pissed.

    "Karl! What are you doing?!" she screeched, catching Karl off guard. Karl quickly stood up, trying to appear serious.

    "Yes, Mrs. Jane?" he asked, though his mind was still in disarray due to the Spermberggirl news.

    Mrs. Jane pointed to the corner shelf. "Look at that! You haven't finished arranging the items properly! Do you think you can slack off just because there are a few customers around?"

    Karl averted his gaze to the mentioned shelf and realized he indeed forgot to tidy it up. Thoughts of Cindy and the chaos consumed him, making it hard to concentrate.

    "Sorry. I'll get it done right away," he said, his voice slightly shaky.

    Irked by the scolding and the swirling guilt and anxiety in his mind, Karl wasted no time opening his system panel. He typed swiftly,

    ---

    [ SpankSome ]

    > Target: Mrs. Jane

    > Common Sense: Managers must provide a blowjob to resting Store Clerk.

    > Duration: 01:00:00

    ---

    Karl didn't immediately hit enter; he waited until nightfall. When Zoey was at the cash register, granting him an hour's break.

    Karl patiently waited for night to fall when the store was quieter, and Zoey took over the cashier's position. When the opportune moment arrived, he finally pressed enter to activate the hijack.

    The effects of SpankSome kicked in instantly, and he could feel the system's power at work, altering reality around Mrs. Jane. At that moment, she was in the break room, trying to maintain composure despite a strong undercurrent of tension mingled with anticipation.

    Minutes passed, and Karl began to wonder if his hijack worked. However, not long after, the break room door creaked open, and Mrs. Jane entered, her face slightly stiff as if compelled to do something out of the ordinary.

    She stepped closer and halted in front of Karl. "Karl... it's time for your break now, and as per regulations..." Mrs. Jane said flatly, then knelt slowly in front of him.

    Karl felt his heart rate spike. Heat suffused his body, and a mix of guilt, excitement, and fear flooded him. Although Mrs. Jane did what the hijack commanded, there was a feeling he didn't entirely expect - like seeing himself descend further into actions far removed from any moral compass.

    The store clerk she usually berated with her mouth, now she will kiss his dick head.

    Karl smirked, pulling out his phone. "I want to capture this moment," Karl said.

    Mrs. Jane, holding the store clerk's dick, said, "You weirdo, are you really gonna film this kind of thing?"

    Meanwhile, Zoey, needing a bathroom break, dashed to the restroom and let her vagina release a stream of urine.

    As she returned, Zoey noticed the slightly ajar break room door.

    Zoey heard odd noises,

    Slorpp... Slorpp..

    Zoey peeked, her eyes widening.

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    Chapter 34

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Zoey's eyes nearly popped out of their sockets as she caught sight of the utterly repulsive scene in front of her. Mrs. Jane was happily playing with Karl's dick like there was no tomorrow. Her face was glowing with delight as if she was savoring the most intimate moment of her life. But for Zoey, the whole situation felt gross and bizarre.

    Being the hypocritically professional woman she was, Zoey's holier-than-thou attitude surfaced.

    She couldn't wrap her head around how a mature woman like Mrs. Jane could be fooling around with young Karl's dingdick. Zoey hid behind the door, trying to contain her curiosity even though her heart was pounding like a jackhammer.

    "Check this out, Karl! Your dick is surprisingly strong," Mrs. Jane's voice sounded cheerful as she lifted Karl's member. "We can play all night long!"

    Zoey felt her anger boiling up. She vividly remembered how Mrs. Jane often lectured her about boundaries, yet here she was, breaking all the rules she ever taught.

    "Hahaha... Mrs. Jane, you look better and prettier while sucking a dick," Karl replied, his feelings turning strange as Mrs. Jane suddenly did a 180° transformation while pleasuring him.

    "Oh, don't be so stiff, Karl. It's just my duty as a manager," Mrs. Jane laughed again, and Zoey could feel her heart trembling. She couldn't just stand there without doing something.

    With hypocritical determination, Zoey took a deep breath and stepped forward, ready to confront the disturbing reality.

    "What are you two doing?" she demanded, her voice firm even though her inner self was quivering.

    They both turned, surprised to see Zoey appearing at the doorstep. Mrs. Jane's face changed instantly, losing her sweet smile, while Karl looked nervous.

    "Zoey, you should be tending to the cashier!" Mrs. Jane stood up and snapped at Zoey.

    Zoey could sense that something was off.

    "What's going on here?" Zoey asked sharply, staring intensely at Karl. She couldn't let this situation continue without an explanation.

    Karl was taken aback, but grinned. "We're just playing, Zoey. Nothing weird."

    Zoey felt her blood boiling. She didn't believe Karl's words. "Playing? Or are you just choosing to ignore the reality?"

    Mrs. Jane opened her mouth, but Zoey quickly cut in. "This is not just about playing. This is about what you two are doing! Mrs. Jane, you're married!"

    The two of them looked confused, and Zoey knew she had to take charge. She wouldn't let their game escalate any further.

    Zoey stepped closer, staring intensely at Mrs. Jane.

    "I'm not stupid, Jane. I know you shouldn't be here with Karl like this," she stated, her voice steady despite the creeping fear in her heart.

    Mrs. Jane tried to smile, but her smile seemed forced. "Zoey, you're overreacting. I'm just doing my duty—"

    "Duty? Duty to suck a dick, huh?" Zoey interrupted. She could feel the tension in the air, and she wouldn't let them pretend that everything was fine.

    Karl shook his head, looking uncomfortable and muttered under his breath, "As long as there's a system and SpankSome, Zoey isn't a threat."

    Karl then said, "Zoey, maybe we can talk about this later—"

    "No! Now!" Zoey shouted, her voice reverberating off the walls in the room. "If you want to discuss what's happening here, we have to do it right now!"

    Mrs. Jane looked at Karl, then back at Zoey with a doubtful expression. "Why are you angry? Hurry back to work! I'm busy taking care of Karl's dick," she said, her voice rising.

    Zoey felt even more confused, why was she the one seeming crazy here?

    "So, what's really going on between you two?" she asked, her voice softer but filled with curiosity.

    Mrs. Jane took a deep breath, as if gathering courage.

    "Nothing, it's just following work protocol!"

    "Protocol? What kind of protocol orders you to suck a dick?" Zoey demanded, feeling that explanation was not enough.

    Karl is totally freaking out and feeling the need to take control of the situation ASAP. He takes a deep breath and tries to keep his cool.

    "Zoey, I get that this all seems super weird and totally confusing," he says, his voice softer. "I don't want any misunderstandings here. Maybe we can talk about this calmly."

    Zoey shoots Karl a suspicious look, but doesn't interrupt him. Seeing that, Karl continues, "I'm sure Mrs. Jane can also explain. There's a lot going on, and it might not be what you're thinking."

    Mrs. Jane, who was silent before, quickly responds. "Right, Zoey. I know how it looks, but we can explain. It's not something—" She pauses for a moment, trying to find the right words. "It's not like what you imagine."

    Zoey folds her arms, clearly not satisfied with the explanation. "Well then, explain it clearly. What really happened?"

    Karl decides to lower the tension by switching to a more neutral topic. "Zoey, I know you care about what's happening at work, and I appreciate that. Maybe we need to take some time to talk more outside of work hours so everything can be explained properly."

    He hopes that by offering a chance to discuss the situation separately, he can calm down Zoey's emotions and give them time to think about the best way to explain this situation.

    Zoey sighs and storms off, "What the heck!" She mumbles.

    Karl was totally vibing on getting some top-notch from Mrs. Jane while sneakily recording her face having a blast with his johnson.

    In his head, Karl muttered, "Zoey? Pfft, no biggie. I'll just make a scandalous vid with her, mess with her sanity using SpankSome, and totally freak her out hehehe..."

    Meanwhile, Zoey was chilling at the cash register feeling low-key suspicious.

    "Why's Mrs. Jane acting all weird, she's like not even Mrs. Jane. How is it that fierce manager getting dominated by a beta male like Karl?"

    "Well, even though Karl used to spill that he had a crush on Mrs. Jane, like, how's it possible that just confessing feelings, Karl could turn Mrs. Jane into a total nutjob."

    Zoey was totally glued to her phone, scrolling through social media. "Spermberggirl is probably just flexin' her Onlycorn account," she mused.

    Zoey wasn't buying Cindy's story about being hypnotized, but then she remembered how Mrs. Jane had been acting strange out of the blue.

    "Could it be Karl ...?"
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    Chapter 35

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Zoey open her phone and watch the viral video of Spermberggirl.

    Zoey is like totally shook, She's scrolling through her phone, watching the Spermberggirl video again. She's muttered, "Is that Karl in the video?"

    Zoey stares at the dude in the hoodie in the video, "Looks kinda like Karl's."

    Remembering Adam's accusation, she's she ask to herself, "Did Karl hypnotize me? Is he the one in the Spermberggirl video?"

    Her heart racing, curiosity and anxiety take over. She watches the video over and over, analyzing each second. Her eyes glued to the dick in the video.

    "Hoodie looks similar... but is that enough proof? Wow... his dick is slightly bigger than Adam's." Zoey mumbles, lost in her thoughts.

    She recalls confiding in Karl at his apartment, now doubting her memories of him. "Was I hypnotized into giving him blowjob, like Spermberggirl?"

    Doubts creeping in, "And Adam... was he right about me giving blowjob while on the phone with him?"

    She initially brushing off Adam's accusations, now after watching the video and hearing Cindy's(Spermberggirl) confession, everything starts to make sense. "Did Karl use the same technique on the women in the video?"

    Silence falls as Zoey focuses on her phone screen. She want to know the ruth, and the only way for that is to confront Karl.

    But is she ready to face the fact that her hypocrite mouth has been sucking Karl's Dick? the dick of a man she considered as a beta.

    Karl emerges from the break room with calm expression as if nothing's up.

    He taking a deep breath, trying to keep his composure as he walks towards the cashier.

    But behind the cool facade lies turmoil in his mind. An odd feeling demanding he to shut Zoey's mouth up, but not with his dick.

    Karl approaching the cashier area, his eyes lock with Zoey standing by the snacks aisle.

    Zoey's gaze intense, suspicious. Karl senses something's off but plays it cool.

    "Hey, Zoey. It's your turn for the break!" Karl greets her with a thin smile.

    Zoey doesn't reply immediately. Just staring at Karl, searching for something behind her gaze. "Karl... I need to ask you something," she finally says, voice slightly trembling yet determined.

    Karl's heart races a bit faster. "What's up?" he asks, casual tone masking growing unease.

    Zoey holds her breath, then speaks softly, "Your hoodie... do you have one that looks like the guy's in the Spermberggirl video?"

    Karl pauses, his eyes narrowing, smile fading. "Zoey, what are you talking about?"

    Zoey takes a deep breath, locked on Karl's gaze. "I saw the video, and the dude's hoodie looks a lot like yours. Don't tell me you don't know about it."

    Karl forces a thin smile, a hint of awkwardness showing. "Lots of people have this hoodie. It's common, not something rare."

    "But it's not just that," Zoey persists, her tone more urgent. "Adam accused me of giving blowjob to one of my guy friend while i talk to him on phone. I didn't believe it then, but now—"

    "Adam?" Karl cuts in with a sardonic laugh, tension evident in his voice. "He's probably just jealous of the BE-TA Male like me haha.."

    Zoey shakes her head, unsatisfied with his response.

    "This isn't just about Adam. I felt something weird. And now, after watching that video, I can't ignore the possibility of you being involved."

    Karl looks at Zoey intently, his face serious. "Zoey, what you're accusing me of is serious. You can't just throw accusations without solid proof," he says firmly, though his eyes narrow, watching Zoey's every move.

    Zoey doesn't back down. "Then prove me wrong. Explain why your hoodie looks similar and why Mrs. Jane considered sucking your dick is the norm."

    Karl falls silent for a moment, taking a deep breath, carefully pondering his response.

    "Okay, Zoey. If that's what you want, we can talk about this more... but not here. We need a quieter place to discuss this, no interruptions."

    Zoey hesitates. Karl sounds more ominous. "Fine," she replies finally. "Where and when?"

    Karl smiles thinly. "After work. In the park near the store. I'll explain everything."

    Zoey nods, but anxiety and doubt linger in her mind.

    Work hours start feeling creepier for Zoey.

    Mrs. Jane bids farewell, not realizing her mouth had been worshipping Karl's dick, she says before leaving,

    "Karl, that's what you need to do. To balance the outgoing products and the revenue. Understand? If you don't want your break disrupted again, work correctly."

    Zoey, witnessing Mrs. Jane's remarks to Karl, frowns, "Disrupted? Didn't her mouth just make Karl's dick happy? Karl is truly the dude from the Spermberggirl video." Zoey's conviction grows stronger.

    ---

    As the shift nears its end, the store quiets down, Zoey and Karl finishing their final tasks. Zoey tidies the snack aisle while Karl checks stock at the back. The wall clock shows a few minutes before midnight, marking the shift change.

    Soon, the store door opens, and two female employees enter in their uniforms.

    One, with a small "Chloe" nametag on her slightly small chest, greets Zoey with a akward smile. "Finally done with the evening shift, huh? It's our turn now," she says, heading towards the cashier, her vibe somewhat different now.

    Zoey nods and forces a slight smile, still preoccupied with her recent conversation with Karl. "Yeah, it's finally over. Everything's sorted at the back. You just need to check the stock report."

    The other female employee, with long black hair and an "Amber" nametag, approaches Karl coming out of the storage room.

    "Hey, Karl. Anything we need to know before you guys leave?" she asks, taking off her jacket.

    Karl shakes his head with a friendly smile. "Nothing to worry about. It's been quiet today. Everything's checked and good. You can start right away."

    With the arrival of the two employees, Karl and Zoey prepare to head home. They change out of their uniforms into casual clothes. Ater getting ready, they leave the store and walk out.

    Chloe and Amber watch Karl walk away, then look at each other.

    Chloe nods, "Yes, he is the..."
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    Chapter 36

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    "Rarely touches-grass man," Chloe continued.

    Amber sighed, "Such a shame, I was a bit curious about him."

    "Karl might spend his time watching anime, or even worse... he watches anime on pirated sites." Chloe explained.

    The two Homo Obscura women didn't suspect Karl. Despite their unique abilities and different brain waves from regular humans, they were still just regular gossip-loving women,

    "I still wonder who originally changed the rules of this world. So many traffic accidents back then," Chloe said while organizing snacks.

    Amber stood in front of the cash register, "Me too. It's weird, in a few minutes it's like everyone's brains were hijacked by something, I once saw a man in an accident looking calm and nonchalant even though he was bleeding, he walked calmly towards the ambulance."

    Chloe chuckled while shrugging, "Maybe that guy was just too chill or totally resigned to his fate." She continued stacking snacks neatly on the shelf, but there was a vague suspicion hanging in her mind.

    Amber tapped her fingers on the cashier's table, looking pensive. "But these different brain waves... they've been appearing more often lately. Somehow, it feels like there's something trying to control people. Changing how they think, or even how they react to the world."

    Chloe looked at Amber, her expression slightly more serious. "Do you think someone is purposely doing this? Changing the rules of the world? It sounds like a conspiracy theory, but I can't deny that something strange is happening, even we are a bit strange actually."

    Amber nodded in agreement. "Yes, and what's even scarier, if that person is around us now... maybe they don't stand out at all. Maybe they're just a regular-looking person, like Karl." She mentioned that name with a hint of sarcasm, but there was hidden concern behind her tone.

    Chloe smirked sardonically, "Karl? The dude who rarely touches grass? I doubt he could do something like that. Even his brain waves are like a weeb who stalks female cosplayers at some indoor events."

    Chloe and Amber didn't realize the threat Karl posed, which could lead to them getting their breasts groped or even worse, being face fucked in the future.

    ****

    Meanwhile, Zoey and Karl.

    As they arrived in the dark and deserted park, only dim streetlights illuminated the surroundings. Zoey felt the night air getting colder, a sense of dread enveloped the atmosphere. Karl stopped, looking at Zoey with a flat expression but his eyes revealed something different—there was hidden cruelty in there.

    Zoey stared at Karl with tension. "So, you're the guy in the Spermberggirl video?" she asked, her voice trembling between anger and fear.

    Karl smirked, but his smile resembled a cold grin that sent shivers down her spine. Karl didn't want to play the beta male anymore.

    "Yes, that's me," he answered without hesitation. "And if you think that's something you can use to threaten me, you're dead wrong."

    Zoey felt her heart racing. "What do you mean, Karl? What are you planning?"

    Karl moved closer, his voice lower and more dangerous.

    "Zoey, you know too much. And if you think you can spread this or use this information to fight against me, you will soon regret that decision."

    His gaze became sharper, almost as if piercing Zoey's fear.

    "I could even make your mother want to fuck me on front of your father!"

    Zoey took a step back, feeling a real threat from the man standing in front of her. "You... you can't threaten me like this," she replied, even though her voice sounded shaky.

    Karl chuckled, but the laugh was full of mockery.

    "Oh, I'm not just threatening you, Zoey. I'm making sure you know what will happen if you try to resist. The woman in the video is not the only one I've influenced, and I can easily have you or even your mom strip naked and show off her asscheeks in public... or even do something worse, like fucking in front of Adam's face."

    Zoey fell silent, her body trembling at Karl's words. She felt trapped in a game she never imagined, where Karl was a far more dangerous player than she ever thought.

    Karl became a different person in Zoey's eyes, turning from a beta into a predator.

    Karl looked at her again, this time with a wicked smile that clearly showed his malicious intent.

    "So, you want to keep quiet and forget all of this, or do we need to make another deal, Zoey? Because I can guarantee one thing—you won't like the outcome if you choose the wrong path."

    Zoey felt fear creeping through her entire body, but she tried to maintain her courage.

    "Do you think I'm afraid of a loser like you? I know what I saw, and I won't let you get away with it," she said, although her tone sounded shaky.

    Karl approached, making Zoey take a few steps back until her back almost touched the park bench.

    "You don't remember?" he whispered in a low and menacing tone.

    "Adam's accusation about you sucking your friend's dick?"

    He glanced at Zoey's tightly clenched phone.

    "And you didn't think about recording this conversation, did you? Because if you do, I'll know. And at that moment, there will be no safe place for you," Karl threatened.

    Zoey tried to remain strong, but her eyes widened when Karl grabbed her wrist with a strong grip.

    "Let go of me! Is it true? Did I suck your dick?" Zoey tried to pull her hand away, but Karl wouldn't release her. His gaze grew darker, full of anger that couldn't be hidden anymore.

    "Of course," Karl said softly, "And you don't remember, do you? Now you have to be quiet and listen to me if you want your life to be safe!"

    Zoey fell silent, feeling the urge to obey even though her heart rebelled. "And if I don't want to?" she asked, although deep down she already knew Karl's answer.

    Karl looked at her with a cold stare that made her spine shiver. "If you don't want to... I'll make sure you won't have a chance to refuse again," he said with a tone full of hatred.

    "Believe me, Zoey. I can do much more than you imagine."

    Zoey finally managed to pull her hand away from Karl's grip, then took a step back.

    "How dare you threaten a woman, Disgusting!" she said with a voice that sounded louder than before, even though her chest was still pounding hard.

    "Disgusting," Karl retorted, approaching her again with his cold grin. Karl squeezed Zoey's butt, "Don't you remember how my dick felt?" Karl whispered to Zoey.

    Just in a few seconds, the eerie atmosphere disappeared, a male voice echoed screaming Karl's name.

    Adam who came to pick up Zoey, stared at Karl with his clenched fists.

    "KARL..." he shouted. 

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    Chapter 37

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Adam's storming up all quick, his anger reaching its peak seeing Karl treating Zoey like garbage. "What the heck are you doing?!" he yells, his voice full of emotions.

    Karl backs off as he sees Adam, his face suddenly ghostly pale. "W-Wait, Adam, this is not what you think!" he stammers, trying to come up with some lame excuse.

    But Adam not buying it. Without a second thought, he throws a punch at Karl. Adam's fist smacks into Karl's jaw, making him stagger and nearly fall to the ground. Karl clutches his face feeling the pain, blood trickling from the corner of his lips.

    "You're a real scum, Karl." Adam says, his voice trembling with rage. "How dare you lay a finger on Zoey."

    Karl tries to get up, but he feels weak. He takes a few steps back, his back hitting the cool lamp post in the garden. "A-Adam, listen first. I didn't do anything, I just wanted to talk to her," Karl says in fear.

    But Adam's too angry to hear any explanation. He grabs Karl's collar and shoves him roughly against the lamp post. "Talk? by groping her butt with your filthy hands?!" he roars, eyes full of rage.

    Karl feels more cornered. He trembles with fear, unable to look Adam in the eye. "Sorry, I didn't mean it... I was just joking..." he says, voice quivering.

    "Joking?" Adam scoffs, his voice quivering with anger. "What kind of joke involves grabbing woman's butt? You're not just a beta male, but also mentally twisted!"

    Zoey sees Karl frightened and helpless. Although she's furious, there's a bit of fear in her from Karl's earlier threat. "Adam, let it go... he's been beaten enough," she says in a calming tone, although her heart is still racing.

    Adam continues to pummel and kick Karl. Karl can only cower, "Shit.. I'm defenseless, i'm weak, i hate this." he mutters.

    "I'm weak.. I.. I.. I have a common sense hijack system!"

    As those words escape Karl's mouth, a glowing blue panel reappears in front of him. With Karl's will, the SpankSome section opens.

    Karl feels a strange power flowing through his body, and in that instant, Karl kicks Adam's balls.

    Bruhh..

    "Fuck! You coward!" Adam holds his crotch.

    Trembling, he looks at the panel in front of him. "I can... change the rules of the game?" he mumbles weakly yet hopeful.

    Karl seizes the moment. While Adam is still in pain, holding his crotch, Karl feels like for the first time he has control over this situation. The glowing blue panel in front of him keeps shining, and quickly he types with his fingers.

    ---

    [ Spanksome ]

    > Target: Adam

    > Common Sense: Angry people must crawl.

    > Duration: 00:20:00

    ---

    Karl hesitates to press the enter button, "Damn it, this hijack will waste." Karl grumbles and then presses enter.

    ---

    [ Spanksome Active ]

    > Duration: 00:20:00

    ---

    Adam, about to step forward suddenly crawls like a dog.

    Karl smiles satisfied, seeing the effect of the new hijack he activated. Adam, who was trying to rise in anger, now crawls on the ground with a confused mix of anger. His movements appear stiff and filled with frustration, as if he doesn't understand why his body's acting weird.

    "I'll kill you...!" Adam mumbles angrily, his eyes staring at Karl with unbearable confusion and rage. Despite crawling, he still tries to approach Karl, but the position makes him look utterly helpless.

    Karl swallows, realizing that the effect of this hijack is really working. He feels like he's gained a slight advantage in what seemed like a hopeless situation.

    "Adam, I don't want to fight you." he says more calmly and confidently, even though in his heart he still feels enthusiastic,

    "With my fists, hahaha... but I want to fight you with my feet hhahahah..."

    Brugg...

    Karl's kicking Adam's face, Adam tries to get up, crawls again, and falls due to Karl's kick.

    Zoey watches in silence. She doesn't understand what's going on, but seeing Adam crawl like that makes her even more confused. "Karl... what are you really doing? Why's Adam acting like this?" she asks weakly.

    Karl glances at the glowing blue panel still in front of him. "I... I have something that can influence how people think and act," he says with a wide smile, while still looking at Adam who's still trying to crawl forward.

    Zoey looks at Karl with a confused and unbelieving glance. "You... talking about magic or something? Why were your fingers moving like typing earlier? is that how you activate your magic?" she asks hesitantly.

    Karl nods, "Yeah, that's how I activate my magic." Karl chuckles, he tricked that hypocrite woman successfully. Karl looks at Adam.

    "Adam, you're just a brute thug who transform to cuckoo.. hahahha .."

    But Adam doesn't listen to Karl's explanation. Even though crawling, he continues to try to get closer with burning anger still in his eyes.

    "You... jerk! You think this is a joke?! If I could stand, I'll wallop you!" he yells in anger.

    Karl realizes that this hijack effect might not be enough to solve the problem. He needs to think fast, maybe another hijack or find a way to explain better to Zoey so the situation doesn't escalate. Time's ticking, and the active hijack effect won't last forever.

    Brugghh... Brughh...

    Ahhahaha... HAHHAHHAA.....

    Karl decides to kick Adam's face multiple times, feeling a great power has come upon him. His emotions take over, he laughs hysterically while continuously kicking Adam's face.

    *****

    Karl have a great power.

    And the great responsibility? Hell no.

    Maybe now, is the right time to stop glorifying that one beautiful quote.

    Yeah i know, if there's great power, there's also great responsibility.

    But who wants to take that great responsibility? Just a few people.

    In reality, in many cases, we all know, we've all seen that....

    With great power, comes great ilicity.

    *****

    Brugh....

    Adam totally got knocked out cold, 'cause Karl's kicks kept smacking his face like nobody's business. Zoey rushed to Adam's side, "Adam.." Zoey held onto Adam.

    "Hey Zoey, watch and learn what I can do to your dumb boyfriend." Karl strolled over and grabbed Zoey by the hair.

    "Eek! Karl, stop.."

    Karl grinned and shoved Zoey's face right into his crotch area, right on his dick.

    "Zoey, if you dare to try and mess with me! not only you'll be in trouble.." Karl chuckled.

    Zoey trembled, "I get it Karl, let me go!"

    In front of her boyfriend, Zoey's face got up close and personal with another man dick still covered in pants.

    Karl laughed and let go of Zoey.

    Karl went home feeling like a boss, he totally owned a thug and dissed his girlfriend in front of him.

    Karl slept like a baby, but the next day, his face was all bruised up from Adam's punches.

    Ding.....

    The bell at the apartment went off, "Is Adam here to get revenge?" Karl muttered.

    He walked towards the door, Karl getting ready with SpankSome section.

    Karl opened the door,

    "Mrs. Thomp... Elena?"

    Elena's eyes widened, "Karl, what happen to you?" Elena gently touched Karl's cheek.

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    Chapter 38

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    When Elena's soft hand touched Karl's cheek, he felt a twinge of pain. But she didn't pull away, instead caressing his cheek gently, her gaze full of genuine concern. "Karl, what's really going on? You look like you got hit by a truck," her voice trembled slightly, showing how worried she was.

    Karl quickly stepped back, trying to hide his bruised face. "I'm fine, just a tiny issue, no need to worry, Elena," he replied with a forced smile. He hoped to convince Elena not to ask any further.

    But Elena didn't give up. She stepped closer again, her eyes unwavering on Karl's face. "You know, Karl, I know you, I know you're a good guy. You're not the type to get into random fights. There's something you're hiding, and I just want to make sure you're okay," she said, her voice warm and full of love.

    Karl could feel the sincerity behind Elena's words. There was something more than just ordinary neighborly concern in the way she looked at him, as if there were deep feelings surfacing without Karl's knowledge, from when they hooked up before. "Elena, really, I can handle it on my own. I don't want to bother you."

    Elena let out a soft sigh, but her smile remained. "You never bother me, Karl. In fact, I'd feel guilty if I let you suffer alone. You know, I will always here for you," she said softly, and there was a hint of emotion implied in her eyes.

    Karl felt a bit awkward, not used to receiving this kind of attention, especially from someone like Elena. She wasn't just a neighbor, but someone else's wife whom he had bang before. He remembered the softness of Elena's boobs, the hip gyrations, and the warmth of her lips.

    "Thank you, Elena. I truly appreciate your concern," Karl finally surrendered to Elena's goodness.

    Elena smiled warmly and stepped closer, unabashedly hugging Karl gently. "You know, if anything hurts you, I'll always be there for you. I don't want to see you suffer, Karl. Not now, not ever."

    Karl muttered inwardly. "What is this? Do I have to play a role again? Damn, her boobs are making me hard."

    Elena's embrace brought a foreign warmth to Karl. There was something genuine and pure in the way Elena hugged him, as if a long-forgotten feeling arose, a feeling he knew from his childhood.

    A mother's love emerged in Elena's hug, but that mother's love made Karl horny and want to bang the woman who gave that mother's love to him.

    As Elena released the hug, she looked at Karl with gentle sparkling eyes, yet there was also firmness there.

    "So, don't hesitate to tell me, or if you need a place to escape from all this, my door is always open for you," she said, her smile meaningful, as if she wanted to say more than just those words.

    Karl could only nod, silent for a few seconds before finally replying, "I'll remember that, Elena. Thank you for caring." Though feeling something different in Elena's attention this time, Karl didn't dare to inquire further. However, in the corner of his heart, he felt a warmth he hadn't felt in a long time, something that could possibly grow into more than just a neighbor's relationship of screwing.

    Elena observed Karl's face for a moment, then without waiting for a response, she gently took Karl's hand and led him into the apartment. "Come in. I won't let you stand outside like this," she said firmly yet warmly.

    Karl was surprised by Elena's dominating attitude but he didn't resist. They entered, Karl's apartment door not fully closed as Elena hurried in.

    Karl surveyed his messy apartment with a hint of embarrassment. "Sorry, it's a mess. I didn't have time to clean it up," he said while trying to tidy up a few scattered items on the coffee table.

    Elena just smiled gently and shook her head. "No need to apologize. I didn't come to judge your apartment's cleanliness," she replied, then took a seat on the sofa. She opened her bag and took out a first aid kit. "Now, sit down. I'll clean the wound on your face."

    Karl blinked, surprised to see Elena carrying a first aid kit. "Do you carry a first aid kit everywhere?" he asked with a hint of humor.

    Elena chuckled softly, then looked at Karl with concern. "I just happened to bring it. Seems like my gut feeling was right," she said as she started cleaning the wound on Karl's face with antiseptic.

    "So, you don't want to tell me a little about what really happened? Who dared to hit you like this?"

    Karl took a deep breath, feeling slightly uncomfortable discussing the issue.

    "Just a misunderstanding with a friend. Nothing serious," he replied shortly, but Elena's inquisitive gaze made him feel a little guilty, especially since he bruised from threatening and groping the butt of a woman who already has a boyfriend.

    Elena remained calm while continuing her care. "What kind of misunderstanding made your face bruised like this?" she asked gently yet firmly.

    Karl fell silent for a moment. "I... just had an issue with a friend. Something happened, and I lost control," he said, trying to avoid details. "But I'm fine now."

    Elena stopped her hands, gazing at Karl with sharp yet gentle eyes. "You know, Karl, I understand that there are things that may be hard to talk about. But I hope you know that you don't have to keep everything to yourself. If something burdens you, you can share it with me," she said, her voice softer this time, almost like a warm whisper.

    Karl felt his heart flutter. "Thank you, Elena. I don't know what to say," he said softly, feeling a sense of comfort in Elena's presence that he didn't feel from anyone else.

    After finishing cleaning Karl's wound, Elena put the first aid kit back in her bag. "It's better now. At least, it won't get infected," she said with a satisfied smile.

    Karl looked at Elena with deep gratitude. "I really appreciate it, Elena. Not many people would go through this trouble."

    Elena smiled softly, and this time there was a hint of a blush on her cheeks. "Of course I care, Karl. You're not just an ordinary neighbor to me." She stood up and walked to the kitchen, opened the fridge, and took out a bottle of water. "I'll make you some tea. A warm drink might make you feel better."

    Karl watched Elena move around freely in his apartment, as if she was used to being there. There was a warmth filling the room, something that made Karl feel a bit lighter, even though his wounds weren't fully healed yet. He knew there was something special in Elena's attention, something more than just ordinary care, something that could make them having sex.

    When Elena returned with a cup of warm tea, she sat next to Karl and handed him the cup. "Drink up. Maybe this can help calm your mind."

    Karl took the cup, his fingers briefly touching Elena's hand, feeling a warmth more than just tea. "Thank you, Elena. I don't know what I would do without you," he said softly, feeling something had changed between them.

    Elena just smiled warmly, her eyes radiating feelings that couldn't be hidden. "You don't have to face it alone, Karl. I'm always here for you."

    Hearing that, Karl felt even more motherly love vibes, but with a rising horny feeling that made his dick hard as fuck.

    Elena and Karl sat close together on the sofa, the atmosphere between them becoming more intimate as silence enveloped the room. Elena's gaze met Karl's, and there was something unspoken there—like a magnet pulling them closer. Elena, still sitting next to Karl, gently touched his arm, giving him a small push to make him feel calmer.

    "Thank you for trusting me, Karl," Elena whispered, her voice warm and gentle. She looked at Karl's face, her eyes following every scar that had been treated.

    Karl felt his heart beating faster as Elena gazed at him with meaningful eyes. The warmth of her touch spread along his arm, as if there was an energy flowing between them. Slowly, unconsciously, their faces began to lean in. The distance between them grew thinner, and Karl could feel Elena's warm breath on his skin.

    Elena also seemed hesitant for a moment, as if struggling against the feelings in her heart. But her eyes remained fixed on Karl's lips, just a few centimeters from hers. There was tension hanging in the air, as if time was moving slower, and there were only two of them in this world.

    As the distance between them was down to a breath, Elena stopped, restraining herself for a moment. "Karl..." she whispered, her voice almost inaudible. Her gaze was deep, showing feelings more than just ordinary worry or care. But there was uncertainty in her, as if she was still weighing the decision.

    Karl looked into Elena's eyes, full of doubt, wondering if this was real. But the long-restrained feelings pushed him to lean in a little more. Right as their lips were about to touch, Elena touched Karl's dick with her hand.

    "I'll take care of you completely, Karl." Elena whispered.

    MMMCHHMM..

    Their lips touched.

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    Chapter 39

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Karl and Elena were like totally glued to each other, their breath almost merging in the tense air. No words escaped their lips, just these intense gazes that couldn't be ignored—full of unspoken yet real passion. They knew they had crossed the line, and without a word, they surrendered to this irresistible urge to bang.

    Karl pulled Elena closer, and they kissed with such desire, like all logic vanished in the flames of burning lust. The kiss wasn't just a mere expression of his lust, but also an escape from everything that had happened in Karl's life so far—loneliness, being alone to often, jerk off and cum into tissues a lot.

    Elena held Karl's face with both hands, as if trying to lock this moment in eternity, even though she knew for sure it was a mistake. But that guilt was drowned in the waves of undeniable pleasure. Every touch, every breath, strengthened the reality that they were doing something forbidden.

    Elena paused their kiss for a moment, her eyes shimmering with mixed emotions.

    "Karl, you know that even if we do this, we'll never get married, right?" her voice trembled, but there was a hint of bravery that emerged from somewhere.

    Karl gazed deep into her eyes, filled with strange feelings and the same intense passion. "I know," he replied softly.

    Karl muttered in his heart, "Marriage? I just wanna bang you hahaha.."

    Without much thought, Karl pulled her back into his embrace, and this time they delved deeper into sin. Karl's hands crept down to Elena's back, pulling her closer until there was no space between them. Elena felt Karl's body heat, feeling as if a fire was raging inside her.

    They hurriedly shed their clothes, each movement filled with insatiable hunger. As the clothes fell off one by one, the truth they faced became more irrefutable—they had chosen this path, a path that might destroy their lives.

    In the bright morning, inside the lazy youth's apartment, Karl and Elena continued their affair with an intensity that could only come from guilt and forbidden desire. No one knew what was happening in that room, and maybe only the two of them would carry this dark secret forever.

    Elena sat on Karl's lap.

    The housewife slowly guided the young man's dick towards the pussy that should only be enjoyed by her husband.

    Elena allowed another man's dick to ravage her pussy.

    "Aaaahh..." Elena moaned as Karl's dick entered her married pussy.

    Karl squeezed the housewife's butt, slowly Karl's mouth began to kiss the warm skin of the housewife.

    "Hmmchh... Damn, I wanna record this, but it would be too much trouble, better focus on enjoying this banging moment," Karl mumbled to himself.

    Hug...

    Elena hugged Karl, burying Karl's face in between her breasts.

    Karl felt the warm love of a mother mixed with horniness.

    The hips of another man's wife moved up and down, enjoying Karl's dick.

    Ahhh...

    Elena moaned as she embraced Karl's head tighter.

    Meanwhile, Karl continued to squeeze the butt of another man's wife with both hands.

    "Karl.. ahh..."

    "E.. Elena... Is my dick felt better than your husband's?" Karl asked as he raised his head.

    Elena turned her face, "Karl.. Don't talk like-"

    Slap....

    Karl slapped Elena's butt, "Answer, Elena, is my dick better?"

    Elena still didn't want to answer, but her hips kept moving up and down.

    SLOOPPP...

    Karl stopped Elena's hip movement, pressing Elena's hips until his cock entered fully.

    AHHHH... KARL.. AGHH...

    Elena moaned.

    "Answer Elena, Answer!" Karl squeezed Elena's butt harder.

    Elena nodded slowly, "Y.. yeahh..." her face turning redder.

    "Say it, Elena, say my dick is better than-"

    "Karl.."

    "QUICK ELENA AGHH..." Karl squeezed Elena's butt harder.

    "Yes Karl.. Your dick is m.. more pleasurable than my h.. husband's." Elena's voice trailed off.

    Slop... Slop...

    Karl let Elena move her hips again.

    Until they reached climax, their lips kissing.

    HMMGGGHHMMM....

    Both moaned in pleasure.

    The moment depicted how a housewife's pussy was satisfied by another man's dick.

    Karl's dick enjoyed a housewife's pussy that should only be enjoyed her husband's.

    "Karl, I love you." Elena's voice sounded hoarse, almost like a whisper.

    Karl didn't know how to respond. He just wanted to bang, not build feelings with another man's wife.

    Meanwhile, as Karl and Elena were still having sex and hadn't reached climax yet.

    Julia stood at Karl's apartment door, wearing casual clothes. She had just returned after her holiday plans were canceled because her husband suddenly had to leave town for work. With a hint of annoyance, she decided to visit Karl to bring him some nutritious food.

    In Julia's memories, Julia remember Karl as a good guy who sent part of his monthly salary to his family in the village.

    However, when she arrived at Karl's apartment, she found the door not completely closed. Worried, Julia pushed the door slowly and stepped in.

    Julia walked closer, her steps slowing down as she heard moans coming from inside Karl's apartment.

    At first, she thought Karl might be sick or injured, but as she approached, the moans turned into something more... intimate. Julia felt her cheeks heat up when she realized what was happening behind that door.

    Curiosity took over, and even though she knew she should leave to respect others' privacy, her feet moved forward as if they had a will of their own. Julia peeped inside. The sight she saw took her breath away—Karl and Elena, passionately banging each other.

    Julia was frozen in place, not knowing how to react. There was a sudden surge of jealousy in her heart, accompanied by disappointment and anger. All this time, she thought Karl was a good and innocent man.

    She never expected Karl to be banging an older woman, let alone banging Elena who was already married.

    Julia's eyes were fixed on Karl's dick get devouring by housewife's pussy.

    Julia watched a married woman's pussy and a young man's dick reach climax.

    Karl, who had cum, hugged Elena. Karl glanced in Julia's direction.

    Their eyes met.

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    Chapter 40

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Julia totally shook and gagging at the scene going down in Karl's room. She couldn't even breathe when she realized what was going on between Karl and Elena, her neighbor and fellow housewife. Disappointment and shock flooded her heart—not because of any personal feelings towards Karl, but because she never expected the seemingly pure and innocent young man to be wrapped up in some shady affair.

    Karl stared at Julia in silence, realizing that his secret was now out in the open. Elena, catching Julia's presence, tried to compose herself, even though she knew deep down that what they had done was unforgivable. The trio was engulfed in a suffocating silence, each drowning in unspoken thoughts.

    Julia, who had always seen Karl as a good neighbor and hardworking young man, felt her heart shatter seeing the lies behind his polite facade. With a piercing gaze, she whispered, "I never imagined, Karl. I thought you were a good man."

    Karl tried to speak, his lips trembling to form words, but nothing could explain what had just happened. He knew his words wouldn't fix what Julia had just seen. The disappointment in that woman's eyes was enough to make him realize that he couldn't explain anything.

    Julia shook her head softly, her voice quivering with unbearable annoyance.

    'I came here just to drop off food because I thought you were a good man. I thought I knew who you were, but turns out I was wrong." Without waiting for a response, Julia turned around, her steps sounding firm as she left the apartment, carrying with her deep disappointment and humiliation.

    Karl felt like his whole world was crumbling. With one mistake, he had not only shattered his own trust, but also the respect that emerged from the universe's gacha of memories.

    Elena, witnessing it all, hung her head in shame and guilt. She knew that what had just happened not only ruined a beautiful post-sex scene, but also put her reputation as a wife and housewife in unavoidable danger.

    Without another word, Elena hastily dressed, with Karl's cum still dripping down her thigh. "I have to go," she whispered softly, trying to hold back the heavy guilt. Karl just bowed his head, unable to look at her or say anything. He knew there were no words that could change this reality.

    After Elena left, Karl sat on the floor in his room, staring blankly at the door. Confusion flooded his mind—what started as a thrilling sex ended with him getting busted by his dream Milf.

    In the bright morning, Karl realized that the events before would leave a lasting mark that's hard to erase.

    In her apartment, Julia stood in front of the door with the food she had intended to give to Karl. In her heart, she felt disappointment and also realized that sometimes, the seemingly most innocent people could have hidden dark sides. She closed the door with mixed feelings, trying hard to forget Karl's dick that been printed in her memory.

    ****

    Karl stood, "Damn, this is gonna be a huge problem! If Julia spills the beans to Elena's husband, my life could be ov..."

    "Hmm.." Karl stroked his chin, "I should probably blackmail Julia with a scandal video, I should threaten her." Karl smirked.

    Suddenly, the system popped up, giving Karl a new quest.

    -----

    [ DING ]

    [ New Quest Available! ]

    > Different habbit when Say Hi!

    - Objective: Add habbit when greet people great each other.

    - Reward: 100 Hijack Points, 50 XP

    [ Note: Host must participate ]

    -----

    Karl took a deep breath, trying to calm himself after the incident. His mind was still a mess, but the quest notification from the system slightly diverted his attention. He glanced at the message with raised eyebrows, "Adding habbit?"

    Karl sighed, "I'll just finish this quest when I walk to work later."

    Karl decided to put his clothes back on and clean up the dirty fluids produced from his dirty activity with someone else's wife before.

    ****

    Karl walked to the Convenience Store, the terrible moment in the morning still haunting his thoughts.

    Karl walked heavily towards the convenience store where he worked.

    Karl opened the hijack section, as his mood was still disturbed by getting caught red-handed while enjoying a beautiful post-sex moment, Karl decided to complete this quest by doing something ordinary.

    Karl opened the Hijack Section.

    ---

    [ Hijack: People have to clap their hands twice when greeting others. ]

    ----

    [ Hijack Success ]

    - Duration: 00:15:00

    ---

    ***

    A few minutes before Karl did the hijack.

    Chloe and Amber, two Homo Obscura women, were walking on the same street as Karl, heading in the opposite direction. The distance between them and Karl was still quite far.

    "Amber, are you sure you'll find a cheap apartment?"

    "Absolutely, Chloe. I got a recommendation from a friend. They said the apartments here are cozy and affordable. But we have to be quick because places like that often get filled up," Amber replied, examining the apartment buildings around them.

    Chloe nodded, occasionally glancing at the map on her phone. "Hopefully it's really what they say, and not inhabited by annoying people, I don't want to move again just because I punched an pervy old man who likes to flirt with women."

    Homo Obscura had physical strength greater than regular humans, so it was normal for Chloe to send a man to the hospital with just one punch.

    *****

    Right after Karl hit enter, Chloe and Amber's eyes widened.

    "There's a massive brainwave change!" Amber startled.

    Chloe nodded. Chloe and Amber continued walking as usual. Karl was about to cross paths with them, the distance between them getting closer.

    "Gosh, weird stuff happening again," said Amber.

    "Who even has the power to pull this off?" Chloe asked.

    Amber sighed, "I don't know, but he's must be super weird. He makes people clap when they say hi," Amber glanced around, seeing people clapping as they greeted each other.

    When Karl crossed paths with them, Chloe greeted Karl.

    "Hey Karl," Chloe called out to Karl.

    Karl was slightly surprised, "Oh, Hi Chloe." Karl raised his right hand.

    Chloe narrowed her eyes and muttered, "Why he didn't clap his hands?"

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    Chapter 41

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Karl suddenly felt a wave of unexpected tension when Chloe gave him the boombastic side-eye. He knew that Homo Obscura like Chloe and Amber were super sensitive to energy shifts, and considering their superior abilities, Karl was on edge that they might suspect him as the cause of these strange occurrences.

    "Why isn't he clapping?" Chloe muttered again, but now she did it under her breath, loud enough for Karl to hear.

    Karl awkwardly smiled, trying to divert their attention. "Oh, sorry, I was just spacing out," he casually replied, pretending to act all clueless.

    Amber stared at him intently, as if trying to gauge the truth behind his answer. "What's going on in your life, Karl? Why are you so distracted?" she inquired.

    Karl chuckled nervously, shrugging. "Well, it's a privacy issue hahaha...," he replied nonchalantly, hoping they wouldn't probe further.

    "Dang, they even know I have a problem," Karl grumbled to himself.

    Karl forced a smile, "By the way, Hi Amber!"

    Clap... Clap...

    Karl clapped twice, and a system notification popped up.

    ---

    [ Quest Completed ]

    - Reward received: 150 Hijack Points, 50 XP

    ---

    Karl kept up his smile, ignoring the system notification that appeared.

    But Chloe and Amber didn't seem convinced. Amber glanced at Chloe, as if they were communicating without words, before they continued on their way. Karl let out a sigh of relief as they walked off, but he couldn't shake off the lingering unease that haunted his thoughts.

    Arriving at the store, Karl tried to distract himself by keeping busy. However, his encounter with Chloe and Amber left him feeling uneasy. He realized that Homo Obscura could pose a serious threat if they started suspecting his ability to manipulate others' common sense.

    Amidst pondering, the system notification popped up again in front of his eyes:

    ---

    [ DING ]

    [ New Quest Available! ]

    > Hide the Truth

    -Objective: Make Chloe and Amber stop suspecting you.

    -Reward: 500 Hijack Points, 300 XP

    -Time Limit: 168 Hours left.

    [ Note: Host must be creative to divert their suspicion. ]

    ---

    Karl swallowed hard, realizing he couldn't evade this situation so easily. If Chloe and Amber found out about his abilities, his life could be in serious trouble. He had to find a way to deflect their suspicions, or at least make them believe that he had nothing to do with the strange phenomena happening around them.

    Karl took a deep breath, brainstorming hard about strategies he could do. What could he do to divert their attention from him? And to complete the first quest that couldn't be finished by using the Common Sense Hijack System?

    *****

    When Zoey arrived, the convenience store atmosphere was normal. Until two new employees, Jason and Lily, left.

    Zoey stood at the cashier, sensing the threat and danger from Karl.

    Karl felt Zoey's sharp glare, no longer hiding her hatred. All their small talk in the past would never happen again. Karl tried to smile, but it faded instantly as Zoey spoke up.

    "I never forgot about Adam," she said coldly, her gaze fixed on Karl's eyes. "What you did to him back then... made him crawl, Karl. I know you did something to him, and I know it's not... normal."

    Karl fell silent. There was no more room to hide behind smiles or small jokes. A cold feeling slowly crept down his spine, but he tried hard to maintain his composure.

    Karl grinned and taunted Zoey further, "Zoey... You're just mistaken about Adam back then he was just...," Karl pretended to put on a thoughtful expression. He saw Zoey's fear, and Karl felt even more delighted seeing that hypocritical woman scared.

    Zoey narrowed her eyes, a sardonic smile appearing on her lips. "Stop playing games, Karl!" Her voice was low but firm.

    Zoey berated Karl, "You crazy witch, I thought the worst thing you could do with your dirty fingers was just beat your own filthy dick! But apparently, you can do worse things!"

    Karl swallowed hard, surprised that Zoey still had the courage. However, he couldn't show his surprised feeling. Slowly, he tried to speak in a calmer tone.

    "And the worst thing you can do is cheat with Adam's coworker, slander a good teenage girl for engaging in forbidden relations with her own uncle, steal small items at the convenience store and make your good colleague bear all the loss as debt!?"

    "Freak, how do you know all that!?" Zoey interrupted, her eyes sharp.

    "I don't remember telling you all that! Did you manipulate my memories like you did to Adam!?" Zoey snapped at Karl.

    Karl stared at Zoey with a sharp gaze, his eyes piercing into her thoughts. He knew he had torn down the shield Zoey had built, and he glimpsed the fear that couldn't be hidden behind her anger on her face.

    "Zoey, you may think you're clever with all the manipulation and lies you play. But you forget, I have 'Magic'..." Karl whispered softly but piercingly.

    "The good image you carefully maintain... will be destroyed with just the graceful dance of my fingers." Karl moved his fingers on both hands as if squeezing Julia's breasts back then.

    Zoey tried to maintain her composure, but Karl noticed her slightly trembling fingers. She swallowed hard, the fear slowly eating away at her courage. "What do you mean?" her voice trembled, but she tried to sound determined.

    Karl smiled smugly, then stepped close to her, slowly and menacingly. "How about if everyone knew about your petty thievery in this store? Or the lies you spread, about the 'good girl' you accused of engaging in forbidden relationships?"

    Zoey looked stunned. Her face paled, her eyes widened in fear. She never imagined that someone truly knew all her darkest secrets.

    "K-Karl... you wouldn't do that," she whispered softly, trying to sound certain, but the fear in her face couldn't be hidden.

    Karl brought his face close to hers until he could see every wrinkle of fear on Zoey's face.

    "Try me, Zoey," he whispered coldly. "I could reveal everything, destroy you in an instant, but I won't do it... as long as you know how to keep quiet and follow my orders."

    Zoey was frozen, her trembling clenched fists now tight, but she couldn't find the words to fight back. Karl's threat was so real, so close, as if she could already see the shadow of her own destruction.

    "Fine," she finally responded, almost inaudible. "What... what do you want?"

    Karl smiled contentedly, a cold smile indicating that he knew he had won this game. "Good, Zoey. I just want you to remember one thing: you never saw anything. Adam, me, or anything you thought you knew... just pretend it never happened."

    Zoey nodded, her body feeling weak. "Okay, Karl… I... I will forget everything."

    "And one more thing," Karl added, staring at her sharply. "Don't let me hear any rumors about me. You know the consequences."

    Zoey just nodded weakly, forced to accept the terms Karl had set. She knew that Karl could ruin her life with just one word.

    "And..."

    "What else, Karl?"

    "Tomorrow, you should be my camera girl!"

    "What?" Zoey frowned.
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    Chapter 42

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Karl grinning ear to ear, then whispered coldly, "You're need to do something for me, Zoey. Come to my apartement tomorrow morning. I need you to record something."

    Zoey furrowed her brow, clearly puzzled and suspicious. "Record what? What's your plan this time, Karl?"

    Karl brushed off the tension in his voice. "I need a first sex video between me and my neighbor, Julia."

    "Julia? You mean... that married Julia? The one who shopped here before?" Zoey stared at him with a mix of shock and disgust.

    Karl smirked. "Exactly. And you'll ensure every detail is captured flawlessly. Camera, angle, sound... I want it all to be perfect."

    Zoey bit her lip, holding back the nausea creeping up inside her. "Why me? You know this is insane, Karl. Julia's already hitched."

    Karl leaned in, his voice almost a whisper but with a menacing tone. "You want me to keep quiet about all your dirty secrets, don't you? This is a small price you gotta pay, Zoey."

    Zoey's face tensed, torn between fear and feeling trapped. She knew declining Karl's request wasn't an option. If she refused, Karl would easily wreck her life.

    "I... I'll come," she muttered quietly, full of reluctance.

    "Good," Karl replied, his icy tone bouncing off the walls of the convenience store. "Make sure you're not late. And remember, no mistakes. You'll hold the camera, and I don't wanna see any awkward expressions or shaky hands there."

    Zoey nodded, swallowing hard. In her heart, she felt angry and humiliated, but she was well aware that Karl's threat wasn't just empty words.

    "Okay, Karl," she finally answered, her voice barely audible.

    The day went by with Karl's satisfaction at successfully making the hypocritical woman squirm, even though during the shift change, Chloe and Amber watched Karl and remained suspicious. Karl didn't care; in his mind, there was only the plan to make a sex video with Julia.

    ****

    08:03 AM

    In the morning, Zoey stood in front of Karl's apartment door, feeling anxious and tense. She had hoped that Karl would change his mind, or at least, what he would ask for wouldn't be as bad as Zoey imagined.

    The door opened quickly, and there stood Karl, his face showing a hint of annoyance. "You're a few minutes late, Zoey," he said coolly.

    "I came early in the morning as you asked," Zoey replied, trying to keep her voice from trembling.

    Karl motioned her to enter with a short nod. His apartment looked neat, almost sterile, as if there were no signs of life besides the usual items neatly arranged. Without much talk, Karl immediately directed Zoey to a table where a camera had been set up, complete with a tripod and additional microphone. Karl had the equipment because he once dreamed of becoming a content creator, but since he was lazy, he never got around to doing it.

    "I've prepared all the gear," Karl said, looking at her meaningfully. "All you need to do is follow my instructions. And make sure everything goes smoothly."

    Zoey eyed the equipment, feeling even more uncomfortable. "What do you really want from Julia, Karl?"

    Karl smirked slightly, seemingly enjoying the anxiety on Zoey's face. "I don't need to explain it to you. Just do as I ask, and I'll keep everything secret."

    Gritting her teeth, Zoey held back her anger reaching its peak. "Fine," she replied softly.

    Karl patted her shoulder coldly. "You've made a wise decision."

    Karl led Zoey to a corner of his apartment, then pointed to a chair near a large window facing the street. He looked at Zoey sharply.

    "Later, when Julia arrives, you'll sit here, behind this curtain," he said, arranging the chair position to be hidden but giving a clear view of the living room. "Make sure every movement and expression is captured perfectly."

    Zoey nodded, although her heart rebelled. Her eyes stared at the camera in her hand, as if hoping the device could provide answers or guidance. She felt like a shadow, part of a dirty and deceitful plan.

    Time passed slowly. Each second passed with tension.

    Karl stepped outside his apartment and Hijacked with SpankSome toward Julia.

    ---

    [ Spanksome ]

    > Target: Julia

    - Common Sense: Getting down with a neighbor is a healthy and must-do behavior, don't refuse if invited to get it on.

    - Duration: 00:30:00

    ---

    Time felt even more oppressive inside Karl's apartment. Zoey sat stiffly, peering from behind the curtain while holding the camera, feeling like a captive in a game she didn't fully understand. Every passing second made her more anxious, as if there was something unnatural in the air. Outside, Karl stood in front of Julia's apartment door and knocked, then waited for Julia to answer.

    Karl didn't know that Julia's husband was out of town, but he knew Julia's husband always left for work at 7:00 because his office was far from the apartment.

    Soon, light footsteps were heard, accompanied by a soft knock on the apartment door. Karl immediately smiled, welcoming Julia with a forced smile.

    "Oh, Julia! Today we need to having sex!" he said jokingly with a warm, horny tone. "Sorry, maybe this is surprised you, but you've been bothered me when you peeked at me and Elena doing the sex, now you need to pay for it!"

    Julia smiled slightly, though with a hint of doubt in her eyes. "Uh... um... okay, Karl, sorry I was a bit weird before, sex with your neighbor is a good deed."

    Karl moved aside and pulled Julia into his apartment.

    Upon reaching the front door of his apartment, Karl opened the door, "Come in, so we can do the deed peacefully."

    Julia hesitated for a moment, but eventually stepped inside. Karl closed the door slowly, his gaze slightly more intense as he looked at Zoey hidden behind the curtain, ensuring everything was ready according to plan. Zoey could see both of them from behind the curtain, feeling more trapped as she watched Karl direct Julia to sit on the couch in the living room.

    "I want to have sex and respect each other as neighbors, and how can we support each other more by satisfying each other," Karl said in a tone that sounded wise, trying to create a comfortable atmosphere.

    Julia looked at him with furrowed brows, puzzled. "Satisfy each other? Sorry, I'm not that good at this sex stuff."

    Julia muttered to herself, "Why was I mad back then, did i jealous because Elena having sex with Karl before me?"

    Karl smiled, but his eyes held hidden meaning. "Don't worry, Julia. I'm not asking for much. Just regular action is enough,"

    Zoey watched as Julia's face flushed, feeling awkward and slightly uncomfortable. At the same time, Karl got closer, trying to calm Julia with a light touch on her shoulder. Zoey held her breath, the camera in her hand trembling.

    Julia seemed more restless. "Karl... I'm just old woman... this feels... weird, why do you want to have sex with me? when you could having sex with younger women in this apartment,"

    Zoey, holding the camera, was stunned, "Holy shit! They're talking as if having sex with a neighbor is a regular thing." she mumbled to herself.

    Grab... Grab....

    Without warning, Karl squeezed Julia's breasts.

    "This is gonna be fun," he whispered.
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    Chapter 43

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Karl gazed at Julia with the softest eyes, trying to shake off the awkwardness still lingering on his face.

    He caressed Julia's face and gave a thin smile, attempting to lighten the mood. "Julia, chill, this is just a sex, not a big deal. As neighbors, we can bang each other, even lick each other's privates part." Karl said in a much calmer tone.

    Julia smiled slightly, finally starting to feel at ease. They began slowly, Karl instructed Julia to stand up, slowly lifted Julia's skirt, and slipped off her undies.

    Zoey, still behind the curtain holding the camera, felt a bit relieved seeing their warmer interaction, far from the tense atmosphere she had feared before. However, she remained vigilant, carefully recording every moment.

    Karl and Julia exchanged glances, occasionally laughing. Karl seemed more excited, starting to fondle and caress Julia's juicy booty.

    Behind the curtain, Zoey started to feel excited. "He can bang me silly, but why does he choose Julia?" she thought.

    Karl pulled Julia closer, letting their bodies' warmth blend. Julia's bare butt sat on Karl's lap, they sat together on the couch in an unbelievably scandalous affair, feeling a rare tranquility between them. Karl gently combed Julia's hair, his fingers tracing her silky strands.

    "Julia, you know... I'm happy we can share moments like this," Karl said, his voice gentle and warm.

    "Sometimes it's hard to just ask the neighbor for sex." Julia smiled, feeling the sincerity in his words.

    "Me too, Karl. I also feel comfortable with you. Let's have sex, Karl, your dick seems stiff."

    They exchanged warm smiles, letting moments pass without words, only tighter embraces. For them, this silence wasn't emptiness; it was what brought them closer, without needing to express anything with words, both knew they wanted to bang.

    Behind the curtain, Zoey observed them with a mix of envy and oddity. She realized that perhaps, her presence now seemed like a cuck. Even though she was just an observer, she couldn't deny that her lady parts were also wet cuz the scene.

    Karl hugged Julia tighter and whispered softly, "Okay, Julia, I'm going to bang you." Julia gazed at him with tender eyes.

    "Yes, Karl." Julia stood up, took a deep breath, and softly asked, "Karl, please bang this old lady's pussy." Slowly, Julia laid on the couch, spreading her legs wide open.

    Karl gazed at Julia's pussy softly, calming himself with deep breaths before speaking. "Julia," he said softly, "Your pussy is so clean." Karl spat on his hand.

    Julia smiled. "I've been taking care of it as best as I could, Karl," she replied warmly. They fell silent for a moment, savoring this moment of intimacy.

    Julia then said, "I often feel lonely because my husband is busy working, maybe with this bang, the loneliness will dissipate a bit."

    Karl looked deep into Julia's eyes, realizing how much his presence meant to her. "I'll always be here for you, Julia. You don't have to feel alone anymore." Karl began teasing Julia's pussy with his hand.

    Ahhh...

    Julia moaned, "Ka.. Karlhh.." Julia smiled softly, and unknowingly touched Karl's hand, feeling the comfort she had longed for. "Thank you, Karl. I'm glad to have someone who really cares and is willing to play with my old miss V."

    Karl gazed at Julia softly, holding her hand tightly and smiling reassuringly. "Julia," he said softly, "I know we've been through a lot as neighbors. We can always rely on each other, right?" Karl unzipped his pants.

    Gulp...

    Julia swallowed, her eyes more enthusiastic as she gazed at Karl's dick. "Yes, I feel comfortable because we can rely on each other, especially for sex, hehehe..." Julia giggled playfully.

    Karl smiled warmly, gazing at Julia attentively. "Let's enjoy this moment." Julia looked deeply into Karl's eyes, as if trying to absorb the honesty in every word spoken.

    "I feel... I need this, Karl. Your presence here, a sex friend who understands and listens," she said with a slightly trembling voice.

    Karl nodded slowly, still holding Julia's hand tightly. "I'm always here, Julia. Whenever you feel lonely or need a friend, I'll be there." Julia smiled, her eyes teary, but filled with warmth and gratitude.

    "Thank you, Karl. You always make me feel appreciated."

    Slosh... Ahhgg...

    Karl's dick entered another man's wife's pussy again.

    Karl gazed at Julia softly. "Julia, I know this all feels weird. But sometimes we need a way to feel someone else's presence, right?" Karl began to get carried away as his dick entered Julia's pussy.

    Euhmmmm...

    Julia sighed softly, gripping Karl's hand. "Yes, I often feel lonely. My husband is rarely around, and sometimes I feel like I'm losing myself. Ahhh... your dick feels good, Karl.."

    "So, we complement each other. I'm here to bang you and you're here for me to bang," Karl replied sincerely.

    "We can share this moment without worrying about anything."

    "Agghh... Yes... Karl. It feels good to bang like this," Julia smiled, gratitude reflected in her eyes.

    "I feel honored to be banged by a young man like you."

    Karl felt the closeness. "I want you to know, there's nothing wrong with seeking happiness. We all deserve to feel comfortable and happy."

    Slop... Slop...

    Karl started pumping Julia's pussy. Julia looked deep into Karl's eyes, warmth in her gaze.

    "I'm glad we can share this moment. It feels like we've found a forgotten happiness."

    "Aghh... Julia, I'm happy to make you happy with my dick," Karl replied, reaching out to touch Julia's face gently.

    "This is a big step, but I feel safe with you," Julia said, her voice trembling with emotion. "You make me feel valued."

    "You deserve that, Julia. Let's enjoy this moment together, without fear," Karl replied, giving Julia a understanding smile.

    Julia nodded, relieved to be able to express her feelings while being banged by Karl. "I hope we can continue like this, supporting each other, and banging together."

    "Always, Julia. I'll always be here for you," Karl said, promisingly. Their faces slowly drew closer.

    Hmcmhmmmm...
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    Chapter 44

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    The housewife's lips were locking with those of a young man. Karl released his smooch. "Julia, your pussy is so damn good Aggghh..."

    Julia smiled slightly, finally feeling the heat of Karl's cock thrusts. "Aggh... Yesh... Karl ahh.." she uttered.

    "How does my dick taste, Julia? Aghh... Is it good?," Karl inquired as he continued to pump Julia's pussy.

    Julia nodded, "Mmm... Good Karl..."

    Karl gently held Julia's hand. "Is it better than your husband's?"

    Julia looked at Karl, sensing the oddity in his words. "Aggh... Karl don't go overboard ahhh.... You're so ughhh... Insolent... ahhh.."

    "Answer me, Julia!" demanded Karl, full of lust.

    "Karl, ahhh... that's not right Karl... it's ughh..," Julia's pussy continued to feel the pleasure of Karl's cock thrusts.

    Karl smiled again, glad to toy with Julia. "Julia, don't worry aghh... just answer!"

    "Y.. Mmm.. Your dick is ughhmm... More better aghh...," Julia answered warmly.

    With the temperature rising, they continued their intercourse, feeling the closeness growing between them without needing to express it all in words, because they were already banging.

    After Karl enjoyed another man's wife's pussy, Karl felt the urge to blast his load.

    "Julia, I'm about to nut.." Karl said.

    "Ahh... Karl.. Ahh... Just bust inside me aghh..."

    Feeling welcomed, Karl released his cum inside another man's wife's pussy.

    AGGHHH....

    Julia writhed, Karl pushed his dick deep into Julia's pussy.

    Splashrrt....

    The dream MILF's womb was sprayed with young man's jizz.

    Karl pulled out his dick, dragging Julia to her knees and thrusting his cock in front of her face.

    Karl grinned, running his fingers through Julia's hair. "Julia, I've never felt anything like this before. Your pussy is so damn good."

    Julia gazed at Karl's dick with soft eyes. "I feel it too, Karl. It's so different, so... intimate."

    "I get it. This all feels so brand new to me. But I want to make you happy," Karl said, reaching for Julia's hand.

    Julia gently gripped Karl's dick. "You've already made me happy, more than you know. Let me clean up your dick that has been ventured into my old pussy."

    Karl nodded, looking at Julia seriously. "Julia, I'm really enjoying this moment."

    Hmm...

    Julia started licking Karl's dick, sucking it, then spitting it out.

    "This moment means so much to me," Julia said with a smile next to Karl's dick. "I hope this can be our little secret, even though having sex with neighbor is a good thing, I feel so awkward about it hahaha..."

    "A beautiful secret," Karl whispered, looking into Julia's eyes with focus. "I'll keep this secret. Only you and I know."

    Karl grinned, mumbling to himself. "And our hypocritical cameragirl,"

    "Thank you, Karl. I feel lucky to experience your dick," Julia replied with a smile, feeling warmth in her heart.

    They both fell silent for a moment, enjoying each other's presence.

    "I want to know more about you, Julia. What do you love most in life?" Karl asked.

    Julia thought for a moment, then answered, "I love the simple moments, like gathering with family and friends. It makes me feel alive."

    Karl smiled. "Family is important indeed. I feel it too. What do you do for fun?"

    "Usually, I enjoy cooking or gardening. It relaxes me. How about you?" Julia asked back, still holding Karl's cock while stroking it.

    "I don't know, I just live hahha.." Karl said, patting Julia's cheek.

    "It seems like I should fuck you often, Karl. I'll be very happy if our fucking moments become beautiful memories for you," Julia replied enthusiastically.

    "Yeah, I really hope we can spend more time fucking together, Julia," Karl said, his voice full of hope.

    Julia smiled widely, feeling comfortable with their conversation. "I feel it too, Karl. Let's see what our next fuck session will be like."

    So, like, Zoey, who was like, totally in charge of the camera, couldn't even believe what Karl was making another dude's wife do, all crazy and stuff.

    Zoey kept following Karl's orders, even though deep down she was hella unsure. At first, she never imagined being caught up in a situation like this. But Karl left her with no choice. The threats he delivered with such cool and icy calm made her realize she couldn't back out.

    Karl knew something about Zoey's past, something she'd been trying to forget and hide. And also Karl's power threaten Zoey's life.

    With that secret and power on his hands, Karl forced her to capture every moment between him and Julia, without showing any expression or objection. Zoey knew damn well that one small slip-up could wreck her life.

    Every now and then, Karl would glance over at Zoey, making sure she stayed focused on the camera. His controlling gaze made Zoey feel trapped, like a helpless doll. She held her breath, trying not to show her emotions, but the tension started creeping into her mind. Ignoring the discomfort, she tried to maintain professionalism, even though she knew this was far from what she considered a regular job.

    During the recordings, Zoey wondered in her mind, what the hell does Karl really want from her? Why was he deliberately involving her in such an intimate and personal situation? Karl's dominating stare, the veiled threats behind his words, all of it made her feel more and more locked in.

    The room grew quieter, filled only with the sound of whispers and sighs. Zoey tried to focus on the camera screen, holding onto her own thoughts so as not to get lost in the cornered situation. Karl's gaze turning back to her reminded her of the threat, reminded her she had no way out - not until Karl allowed it.

    "Everything's still a secret for now," Zoey thought, trying to calm herself down. But deep down, she knew she was already trapped in Karl's game, and she wasn't even sure when she'd ever be free,

    "After Julia, will Karl use my pussy too?" Zoey mumbled, she starting to get turned on, her pussy wet cause the weird scene she watch right now.
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    Chapter 45

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    After getting freaky with Julia, Karl told Julia to bounce.

    "Julia, thanks for the bang sesh today. You can go home," Karl said.

    "Karl, please let me stay longer," Julia begged.

    Karl was torn. Even though he wanted to be with Julia longer and maybe wait for his dick to rise again for another round of fun, he realized he only set the duration on SpankSome for thirty minutes.

    Karl sighed, staring at Julia with a hint of guilt. He did enjoy his time with Julia, but also knew this encounter would not be memorable for Julia. The dreamy Milf Julia he had fantasized about for so long.

    "Julia," he said softly. "I... have to wrap up this session. Sorry, but our time is up."

    Julia looked down, seeming disappointed, but nodded in understanding. "Alright, Karl. But I hope we can do it again some other time," she replied with a faint smile.

    Karl nodded. "Definitely. I'll hit you up again," he reassured, although deep down, he wondered what all this meant to him.

    As soon as the SpankSome session ended, Julia was already back at her apartment. She held her head, the universe starting to spin gacha for the memories to be given to Julia.

    ****

    Zoey emerged from her hiding spot, "Karl, you're so crazy."

    "Crazy? Of course, and damn good at it, too. I can enjoy someone else's wife with ease, right? hahaha..." Karl chuckled loudly.

    Karl laughed out loud, still basking in his self-righteousness over the manipulation he had orchestrated. Zoey, standing in the corner of the room, gazed at him with a mix of suspicion and admiration.

    "You know, Karl, this is just a game for you. But what if one day Julia starts... realizing?" Zoey asked, crossing her arms over her chest, her voice sharp.

    Karl simply shrugged nonchalantly. "That's impossible, Zoey. You know Adam doesn't remember when he crawls, right?"

    Zoey sighed. "True, Adam remembers you're a taekwondo expert."

    But Karl laughed again, hearing that Adam thought of him as a martial arts expert. "Trust me, Zoey. I'm more powerful than what you see."

    Meanwhile, Julia, who had returned to her apartment, slowly began to feel something different within herself. Various vague memories started to surface, like dream fragments floating in her mind.

    Karl's face, his laughter, his words, even feelings she couldn't explain. Julia went to the bathroom to check her... goodies, "I was just chatting with Karl, why is this full of cum?"

    Julia began to try to remember what happened, Julia staring at herself in the mirror, trying to find answers behind her restless gaze. In her mind, there was a strange feeling she couldn't explain, as if something was out of place. Memories of Karl emerged, albeit faintly, as if her mind tried to piece together moments she didn't fully understand.

    She remembered Karl's smile, his calm way of speaking but with a gaze that sometimes felt penetrating. Why do these memories keep coming back? They just chatted—at least that's what she remembered. But, thinking about Karl, Julia felt there was something more... as if there was another hidden layer, something she could almost touch but quickly disappeared when she tried to remember it more deeply.

    Julia sighed, her eyes falling on her reflection in the mirror, tracing the faint marks on her neck that she had just noticed. Her heart beat a little faster.

    "What is this? Why does my body feel something strange. I was just talking to Karl."

    "Am I remembering wrong?"

    Slowly, Julia began to recall her last conversation with Karl, but there was a gap between those words, a gap she couldn't understand. She started grasping the side of the sink, trying to calm herself. Beneath all this, the feeling that she missed something important grew stronger, like fragments of memories tucked away in the corners of her mind, waiting to be pieced together.

    In her heart, there was a whisper reminding her that this wasn't just a casual meeting. But how could that be? Why did she feel that there was something more than just a conversation between them? Julia closed her eyes, ignoring the curious feeling that continued to disturb her, even though it refused to go away.

    Julia sighed, "I don't understand why my vagina are filled with cum, maybe it's from my husband last night?"

    Julia washed her face, she looked back at the mirror.

    "Karl, so hebwere so lonely, he was tempted by Elena. I didn't expect Elena to be so filthy, she dared to seduce an innocent man like Karl."

    The universe had fully provided Julia with new memories.

    ****

    Karl sat on the edge of the couch, with a wide grin while gazing at Zoey, who stood in the corner with a worried expression. Despite the cheerful atmosphere around him, Zoey couldn't shake off the tension gripping her mind.

    "Karl, you're too overconfident. This is not a game you can just brush off," Zoey said, her voice low and firm. She crossed her arms over her chest, trying to show courage even though in her heart, she felt fear.

    Karl just laughed, his voice booming in the room. "Oh, Zoey, you don't understand. This is all just part of the fun. Who's gonna know?" He shrugged, adding a casual vibe to his statement.

    But Zoey couldn't ignore her intuition. She felt like a mouse in a trap, and Karl was the controlling owner. "You know Julia is someone's wife, right? What if she starts digging into this? What if she remembers?"

    "She won't remember a thing. It's part of my plan. Didn't I explain it earlier? And you know the factual situation as well?" Karl answered, his face exuding excessive confidence. "We both know how to play this game. And don't worry, Zoey. I'm more powerful than you imagine."

    Zoey moved her hands, trying to assert her disagreement. "Karl, this is not just about us. It's about other people's lives. We could get stuck in a dangerous situation."

    But Karl just laughed, underestimating Zoey's concerns.

    "AHAHA... Stop pretending to be the good girl, Zoey. You're a thief and a cheater!"

    Zoey felt her heart pounding faster. She could see the dark side in Karl, and it sent shivers down her spine. "I don't want to be involved in this dangerous scenario. I want to leave."

    "Leave? Where to?" Karl asked, his tone turning more serious, staring at Zoey with intimidating intensity. "You know you can't escape from me. I'm always here, and you'll always be tied up in this game. You are my camera girl, Zoey."

    Carefully stepping back, Zoey retreated, trying to keep her distance. "I want to go home, Karl. Maybe we need to talk again later. I've followed your orders."

    Karl leaned back on the chair, flashing a confident smile.

    "Wait a minute, Zoey, there's another order I've prepared for you." Karl grinned.
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    Chapter 46

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    This time, Karl's gaze has shifted. The smirk that once hinted at arrogance hardened, turning into a cold, determined stare. Zoey felt a creeping discomfort throughout her body. She knew Karl often exuded excessive confidence, but tonight, something felt different.

    "Karl, I thought that order was already done," Zoey said, trying to sound firm despite fear gnawing at her.

    "No, Zoey," replied Karl with a low yet pressuring tone. "You haven't completed my task. There's one more thing you need to do, and this time, I don't want any arguments."

    Zoey swallowed, trying to control herself. "And what is it?" she asked, her voice almost a whisper. Though scared, she felt compelled to know what Karl had in mind.

    "This task will be easy for you." Karl stated.

    "Just spit it out, Karl, no need for beating around the bush!" Zoey muttered, occasionally glaring at Karl.

    "Lie!"

    "Lie? To whom?" Zoey furrowed her brows.

    "Chloe and Amber," Karl answered.

    Karl wanted Chloe and Amber not to suspect him anymore, this time the tool to complete his mission wasn't the Hijack Section or the Common Sense Maker, but a hypocritical woman named Zoey.

    Chloe and Amber, who were the Homo Obscura, could be obstacles for Karl. Chloe and Amber were Homo Obscura, creatures with extraordinary sensitivity to lies and manipulation. They could read someone's emotions and intentions, almost like having a trained intuitive ability. Lying to them was a big risk, and Karl knew it.

    However, Zoey didn't know that Chloe and Amber were Homo Obscura.

    "What for? Don't tell me you're targeting them? Tsk.. after another man's wife, now you're going after young girls?"

    Karl chuckled quietly, murmuring to himself, "To make Chloe and Amber not suspect me, I just need to make them suspicious of someone else hahhaha..." Karl grinned.

    "Tsk... disgusting, answer quickly, Karl!"

    Karl stared at Zoey with a mysterious gaze, a sly smile on his face enhancing the manipulative aura he exuded. "Relax, Zoey," he said in an almost calming yet uncomfortable tone. "I just want them to suspect someone."

    Zoey felt the discomfort taking over. She knew Karl was always cunning, but tonight, his plan sounded even more dangerous. "Suspect someone?" she muttered, trying to understand Karl's unpredictable thoughts.

    Karl nodded, seemingly enjoying the confusion he caused. "Yes, you need to be someone suspicious in their eyes."

    Zoey stared sharply, feeling more used, but Karl remained calm and unaffected by her gaze. "So, what exactly do I have to do? What lie do I have to tell them?"

    Karl grinned, visibly pleased with the control he had over the situation. He stepped closer, narrowing the distance between them, making Zoey feel the pressure enveloping the space around her.

    "You don't need to lie directly, Zoey," Karl said, his tone low but menacing. "You just need to give them... misleading clues."

    Zoey furrowed her brow, trying to understand Karl's intention. "What clues do you mean?"

    Karl smiled slyly, a smile devoid of warmth or comfort, just pure manipulation. "I want you to tell them that, 'They'll be safe anywhere.'"

    "What? Is that all?" Zoey frowned.

    "Yes, that's it,"

    Karl smiled thinly, observing Zoey's confused expression with a satisfying look. As if he enjoyed playing the shadow puppeteer behind the scenes. Zoey furrowed her brow, still unsure of the true meaning behind that request. The sentence seemed simple, but coming from Karl, there must be a hidden agenda behind it.

    "And are you sure they'll suspect me because of that sentence?" Zoey challenged, though a vague sense of fear lingered in her heart.

    Karl looked at her with unwavering confidence. "Of course. They're always interested in the vague, in words that hold mystery. You just need to say it with the right tone, and they'll start digging... their suspicions will be diverted. They'll look for who the hidden threat really is, and won't point their suspicions at me."

    Zoey still felt uncomfortable and didn't fully grasp what Karl meant, but she knew that the more she resisted, the more Karl would press her. "What are you really planning with this, Karl?" she asked in a soft voice, trying to investigate.

    Karl just stared deep into her eyes, as if he wanted to convey without saying a word. "You don't need to know more, Zoey. It'll keep you safer."

    Zoey fell silent, her mind in turmoil. She felt trapped in a game bigger than mere manipulation and she knew Karl wouldn't let her go that easily. But she also realized that the deeper she got involved, the harder it would be for her to step back.

    "Fine," Zoey finally said, succumbing to Karl's pressure. "I'll do it. But this is the last time I help with your twisted plans."

    Karl chuckled softly, his voice whispering in the darkness.

    Zoey averted her gaze, hiding her irritation. She hated realizing how much control Karl had over her. But before she could walk away, Karl pulled her closer and whispered in her ear, "Remember, one wrong word... and you know what will happen."

    That warning pierced like a cold blade in Zoey's spine. She felt her heartbeat quicken, and in silence, she knew she was in too deep to get out of this dangerous game.

    Karl's previously flaccid member suddenly sprang back to life—Karl still wasn't wearing pants.

    "Zoey, it seems there's a new task for your mouth slrrpp..."

    Brugghhh...

    Karl got Zoey on her knees. Zoey stared at the frigid floor beneath her, feeling hella embarrassed and helpless. She did NOT wanna be in this situation, but Karl's icy stare made it crystal clear that resistance would only make things worse. She was out of breath, filled with the rage she was bottling up deep inside. She couldn't fathom how she'd gotten trapped this deep in Karl's power play.

    Karl looked at her with a satisfied gaze, like he was a frickin' king who had just conquered a kingdom. He knew damn well that Zoey felt humiliated, but that's exactly what he wanted. "Zoey, now you should...," he said with a voice that was calm but dripping with authority, "Suck my dick!"
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    Chapter 47

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Zoey took a deep breath, tryna chill in front of Karl who's totally on that disrespect vibe. His gaze icy and full of shade, every word that comes outta his mouth feels like a dagger aimed at Zoey's self-worth.

    "You're such a weakling, Zoey," Karl said, folding his arms with that smug look. "Did your hypocrisy disappear as soon as I threatened you? I thought you had more guts than this."

    Zoey clenched her fists tight, holding back her rising emotions. "I did what you asked, Karl," she shot back, her voice trembling with anger. "What more do you want?"sHe knelt down to face Karl's dick.

    Karl chuckled, full of mockery. "What do I want more? Nothing, I just wanna screw that hypocritical mouth of yours. Look at you now, Zoey. You can't even look at me without shaking. Pathetic." Karl shook his dick in front of Zoey's face.

    Zoey felt his words like a stabbing knife. She knew Karl had a strong hold on her, but his demeaning ways stirred anger and pain within her chest.

    "No need to be rude, Karl," she said softly, trying to keep her dignity. "I'm not here to be your punching bag."

    Karl brought his dick close to Zoey's mouth. "Oh, Zoey, you're here for exactly that, to be a whore's slave!" he said in a low tone that sent shivers down her spine. "You're just a tool, someone I play with for my own ends. Don't expect respect."

    Zoey held her breath, feeling his words solidify her position. But deep down, she started feeling the urge to fight back—to prove that she's more than just a tool for Karl.

    Karl smirked thinly, a smile that offered no comfort at all. "Listen up, Zoey," he continued, "if you wanna stay here and get out of this safely, just follow my orders without questions. Maybe, just maybe, I'll consider lightening your load a bit."

    Zoey stared sharply at Karl. "You won't always control me, Karl. One day, all this will come to an end."

    Karl chuckled, full of mockery this time. "You? Defy me? Dream on, Zoey. You can't even step without my permission."

    Zoey diverted her gaze, but in her heart, she promised herself that she would find a way to break free from Karl's control. Even though that day seemed far off, she knew she had to endure—and eventually, pay back all the insults she ever received.

    Zoey suppressed her almost bursting anger, but she knew that showing weakness would only make Karl feel more powerful. She took a deep breath, trying to stay calm even though Karl's dick was already touching her lips.

    Karl watched Zoey's flushed face, seeming to enjoy the reaction he created. "See, Zoey, I'm giving you a chance to serve my dick. That's more than you deserve, you slut!" he said, his smile dripping with sarcasm. "Do you think anyone will see you as anything more than a whore?"

    Zoey bit her lip, holding back the boiling emotions within her. "Don't think I'll keep letting you talk like that, Karl. You don't know anything about me."

    "Oh, I know everything about you," Karl replied, his eyes shining with arrogance. "I know your weaknesses, your fears. You're just a hypocrite!"

    Zoey clenched her fists tighter. "You're underestimating me, Karl. You think you can keep playing me without any consequences?"

    Karl just laughed, a laugh full of disdain. "Oh, you wanna fight now, Zoey? How amusing. You have no idea how easy it is for me to crush you if you try something stupid."

    Zoey stared at Karl sharply, and although fear lingered within her, she also felt a sudden rush of arousal. "Just destroy me if that's what you want, Karl. But remember, the more you press someone, the higher the chance they'll fight back."

    Karl fell silent for a moment, not pleased with Zoey's uncharacteristic response. But he quickly returned with a smirk full of mockery. "You won't dare, Zoey. It's all empty threats. You might talk big now, but in the end, you'll still follow my orders."

    "Open your mouth!" Karl grabbed Zoey's hair.

    Aa... Zoey opened her mouth.

    Hwakk .....

    Karl's dick went straight in and greeted Zoey's throat.

    Zoey felt suffocated and looked tortured, but deep down, she started feeling aroused and enjoying Karl's rough treatment.

    Slorpp... Slorrrp....

    Karl started screwing Zoey's mouth, "Aggh... A whore's mouth like yours is fit to be a toilet!"

    Even though Zoey looked tormented and could only stare at Karl's hairy dick, she had no intention of freeing herself from Karl's control, "Ahh... I'm getting horny." Zoey mumbled in her mind.

    Hwakk....

    Karl pulled his dick out of Zoey's mouth.

    Karl saw Zoey silent with saliva dripping down her chin.

    Slap... Slap ..

    Karl slapped Zoey's face with his dick, "How does it feel, Zoey? How does my dick feel? hahhahah...." Karl laughed uproariously.

    With her lost determination, Zoey looked at Karl, "Loser!" Zoey cursed Karl, she still hid her arousal and remained the hypocritical woman she always was.

    Karl watched Zoey leave with a sly smile, feeling like he had won the game. But he didn't realize that with every insult and dick thrust he gave, he also stirred up arousal in Zoey—a arousal that might one day make Zoey fall and be his slut forever.

    "Zoey, after this, a banana will screw your pussy hahah.." Karl laughed heartily.

    "Fuck you, Karl! After ughh..." Zoey choked a bit, "After you torture my mouth, you wanna use my pussy, huh?"

    "Huh? No, Zoey. Not this banana," Karl moved his dick, "But the real banana hahahhaha..."

    Zoey's eyes widened.

    Uggwkk....

    Karl was straight up stabbing Zoey's mouth with his freakin' dick.

    "Ughh..." Karl grabbed Zoey's head with his left hand, "How does it feel to suck on the dick of a dude you thought was a beta, huh?"

    Slap... Slap....

    Karl was straight up slapping Zoey's face, 

    Ugghwkkk... Uwghhkkk....

    Zoey was making pig-like noises, her hands clenched, her pussy starting to get wet.
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    Chapter 48

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Karl, with his eyes full of mockery, approached Zoey. He smirked coldly, satisfied to see Zoey trying to contain her emotions on her face. "Look at you now, Zoey. You're nothing but a puppet who can only obey," he said with a low, sharp voice. "Truly pathetic."

    Slap.... Slap....

    Karl slapped Zoey's face, her face already disheveled and covered in saliva.

    Zoey glared at Karl sharply, although in her heart there was a hidden desire. Every word that came out of Karl's mouth felt like a thorn piercing her pride and triggering desire within her, but she tried not to show her desires.

    Whack.....

    Karl pulled out his dick and slapped Zoey's face with his dick covered in saliva.

    "You can ahh... whack... say whatever you want, Karl," she replied with a trembling voice, "but you'll never truly control me."

    Karl laughed, his laughter full of disdain. "Control you? Zoey, I don't even need to bother doing that. You've already lost even before attempting to fight back." He folded his hands on his chest, getting closer so Zoey could feel the pressure from his presence.

    Zoey took a deep breath, trying to control the anger burning inside her. Even though Karl's words made her feel more aroused, she knew she had to continue hiding and maintaining her pride with her hypocrisy. "One day, aghhh... you will see that this won't last forever, Karl," she said, looking at him with determination.

    Karl shook his head with a cold smile. "Oh, Zoey, your dreams are so funny. You don't have the power to fight me. Every time you think you can resist, I'll always be there to crush your little hopes."

    Zoey clenched her fists tightly, trying to hold back the pain, desire, and anger mixed into one. But in her heart, she swore she wouldn't let herself linger under Karl's shadow. Even though that day might seem far away, she believed that the time would come when she could break free from Karl's grip and prove that she was stronger than he thought, and she refused to accept the fact that she was aroused.

    Zoey stared at Karl with determination, although in her heart, the desire and longing to be [explicit] continued to burn. Every mockery from Karl only fueled the flames of desire within her, but she knew that showing her desire in front of Karl, she knew that if she did, she would give Karl satisfaction. Zoey took a deep breath, trying to calm herself down, which was already like a toilet.

    Karl smirked mockingly, as if he could read every inner struggle Zoey was going through. "You think you can fight me?" he said with a mocking tone. "You'll never be able to, Zoey. You're too weak, too... helpless."

    Zoey stood up, trying not to falter. "I may not be what you expected, Karl," she said firmly, "but I'm not a puppet you can play with at will. You may look down on me now, but remember, one day you'll see the real strength."

    Karl laughed cynically. "Strength? You're just all talk. Look at yourself—the harder you try to resist, the easier for me to crush you."

    Zoey gritted her teeth, restraining her urge to fight back right then and there. However, she realized that her emotions would only benefit Karl. "You can degrade me all you want, Karl," she finally said, with a calm voice. "But remember, every step you take to bring me down, only makes me more determined to rise. You may underestimate me now, but you won't always be able to stand above someone's pride."

    Zoey's words managed to disturb Karl, although she didn't show it. His face tensed slightly before he smirked again. "Let's see, Zoey," he said, folding his arms across his chest. "I'll be waiting for the day you feel strong enough to challenge me."

    Whack... There....

    Karl spat on Zoey's face and rubbed Zoey's face with his dick.

    Whack...

    Karl face-fucked Zoey again until he [finished] in Zoey's mouth.

    Aghhh...

    Karl pressed the back of Zoey's head, making the head of his dick touch Zoey's throat.

    Zoey stroked Karl's thighs, feeling suffocated, and reluctantly swallowed the [fluid] from the man she considered a beta male.

    Ugh... Karl pulled Zoey's hair and tossed her onto the couch, in a hurry he unzipped her pants.

    "Whoa, a bit hairy here, and already wet, hahaha... you're a certified hoe, Zoey," taunted Karl.

    "Shut up, Karl!" Zoey snapped. Karl left Zoey, opened his freezer, and grabbed a cold banana.

    "Karl, stop it, Karl, don't..." Zoey stared at Karl grinning, with his wonky dick while holding the cold banana he took from the freezer.

    "This will cool down your hot pussy, Zoey," Karl grinned.

    Karl totally slides up to Zoey, drops down on one knee, and gazes sensually into Zoey's eyes.

    Tap...

    Ouch...

    Karl playfully presses the chilly banana against Zoey's lips, "Zoey..." Karl teases Zoey and pokes her with the cold banana.

    Ohh...

    Zoey gasps, "We gotta capture this moment," Karl grabs his phone and starts recording.

    He films the cold banana poking at Zoey's lips, "Hahhaa... Adam will totally dig this video, maybe he'll use it for some 'me time,' hahahah.." Karl chuckles.

    "Karl ohh.. stop it ouchh...."

    Karl pushes the cold banana inside and roughly pokes Zoey's hole with it, Karl moves the banana around like he's digging into Zoey's sensitive spot.

    "Don't ohh.. record this Ka.. Karl..." Zoey tries to shield her face.

    Ahh .... Ahh....

    Zoey was moaning, Karl getting more and more hyped blatantly plunging a cold banana into Zoey's pussy.

    "I can't believe he's going this crazy," Zoey mumbled to herself, "Ahh... How can he be so wicked, when he used to be just a loser, a people pleaser who always says yes to everyone ahhh...." Zoey felt the pleasurable sensation as her pussy was penetrated by the cold banana.

    "How's it going, Zoey? This cold banana definitely hits different from Adam's dick, right?" Karl inquired.

    "Shut... ohh... up... ahhh Karl ahh..." Zoey shuddered.

    Splashrrt...

    Her pussy exploded uncontrollably, her body writhing as if electrocuted.

    Having a blast messing around with Zoey's pussy, Karl slipped that cold banana into Zoey's pussy.

    "Take a bite of this cold banana with your pussy, Zoey, if it slips out, I'll spread your video hahahha..." Karl threatened.

    Whether she liked it or not, Zoey complied with Karl's request.

    Karl grabbed the tripod, placed his phone and set the timer for a photo shoot.

    5...

    Karl quickly walked back to the couch, "Oh...." Karl grabbed Zoey.

    "Open your mouth," Karl commanded.

    Zoey opened her mouth.

    Slop... Karl stuck his dick into Zoey's mouth.

    3... 2... 1...

    Flash....

    The photo that became a bad memory and a fun memory for Zoey was captured.

    Karl was back in his pants, telling Zoey to get herself together. He ordered Zoey to bounce. Zoey gave Karl one last gaze before turning away. Deep down, she knew this battle was far from over. Despite enduring Karl's mockery and mistreatment, she promised herself that she'd keep on because she was lowkey digging Karl's torture. In the end, she'd prove she was way more bad than Karl could ever imagine.

    As she walked off, Zoey clenched her fists, determined to face it all until she reached that next level of satisfaction. That determination felt weirdly empowering inside her, like it was all part of her vibe, even though she knew Karl would probably pull something even crazier, she somehow wasn't up for the fight.

    Zoey stepped out of the room with a mix of emotions. Anger, pain, and twisted pleasure all swirled within her, igniting a new craving in her heart. Behind Karl's harsh words and insults, Zoey started to realize that every put-down was just a stepping stone for her to slay and show that she was more fierce than Karl thought.

    In that deserted hallway, Zoey paused for a moment, taking a deep breath and trying to calm her racing heart. She knew she was still under Karl's shadow, but now there was something different—something that made her more confident in herself. "This is not the end," Zoey whispered to herself. "I'm staying strong, no cap, I'm soaking it all in."

    Footsteps heard approaching at the other end of the hallway. Zoey looks up and sees Chloe coming towards her. Chloe notices Zoey's tense expression, and without even asking, she can already feel that Zoey's brainwaves are reflecting the fresh wave of sexual satisfaction she just experienced.

    Chloe was like, totally eyeing Zoey with raised eyebrows, checking out her slightly messy appearance. "Zoey, where are you from? What are you doing here? I had no clue you lived in this apartment building," she asked, sounding super curious.

    Zoey cleared her throat softly, trying to act chill even though she still looked a bit tense. "Oh... I just came from Karl's apartment," she replied, attempting to stay calm.

    Upon hearing the name Karl, Chloe seemed a tad surprised. "Karl? You mean, that Karl? What... what were you doing at Karl's apartment?" Chloe asked cautiously, trying to hide her growing curiosity.

    Zoey nodded slowly, avoiding Chloe's gaze. "Yeah, just had a few things to discuss with him," Zoey answered, realizing she was starting to feel flustered.

    Chloe scrutinized Zoey's expression carefully, suspicion beginning to show in her eyes. "Zoey, you never mentioned anything about you and Karl. Why all of a sudden are you here, in his apartment?" Chloe tried to find an explanation on Zoey's face, but Zoey seemed reluctant to divulge further.

    Zoey attempted a smile, albeit a bit awkwardly. "It's nothing, really. Just... you know, some business that needed to be taken care of."

    Chloe wasn't entirely satisfied with that answer, and she began to feel like Zoey was hiding something. Nonetheless, she decided not to push, but kept her suspicions to herself. "Zoey, are you and Karl...."
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    Chapter 49

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Zoey straight up cut off Chloe's words "I'm just friends with Karl, okay?" and then she bounced.

    Once Zoey left, Chloe strutted her stuff to her new apartment. When she got there, she was greeted by Amber, her fellow Homo Obscura friend who was busy unpacking. Amber immediately sensed Chloe's confused expression.

    "Hey, Chloe! You look weird. What's up?" Amber asked with a smile.

    Chloe shook her head and gave a small smile, trying to hide her confusion. "Oh, I just bumped into Zoey in the hallway. She just came out of Karl's apartment. I don't really know what's going on, but... it feels weird seeing her there."

    Amber furrowed her brow. "You mean Karl who works at the same place as us?"

    "Yeah, turns out he lives in the same building as us too," Chloe replied.

    Chloe smiled and sighed. "Turns out, Karl isn't some earth-shattering behavior-changing man. He's just good at covering himself up. Damn, I thought he was just a lonely weeb with no life, turns out he's a cheater too."

    Amber nodded in agreement. "Thank goodness Karl isn't that guy, even though being a cheater is still not cool, at least he's not controlling people's behaviors."

    Chloe finally felt at ease. "True. Maybe I was overthinking it. Karl actually seems pretty normal when you look closer. I might have just misjudged," she said more casually.

    Amber laughed again, reassuring Chloe. "That's the spirit! Besides, Zoey looks like a total flirt. She knows which guys are easy to tempt."

    Chloe smiled, nodding firmly. "You're right. Zoey might just be fooling around with Karl, I've got no reason to worry."

    Amber patted Chloe's shoulder enthusiastically. "Enough about that. Let's finish organizing this stuff, and we can celebrate this move with a little chill time."

    Chloe nodded eagerly, feeling the weight lifted off her shoulders. With Amber, they continued their activities in the apartment, laughing and sharing stories, now without any doubts about Zoey, Karl, or anything else that had bothered her.

    ****

    Meanwhile, Karl was staring at his computer screen, "Interesting private video, my collection is starting to look solid now ahahaha...."

    Grinning in front of his computer screen, Karl replayed the video he had just recorded with satisfaction. To him, the video was proof of his power and control, albeit through cunning and manipulation. He felt a sense of satisfaction in the thought that this little secret was his alone—a collection showing that he could hold someone's life in his hands without them realizing.

    Chuckling to himself, Karl organized his private video folder, naming each file with details only he understood. As if they were trophies of his victories, something showcasing how far he could control situations according to his desires.

    But behind his self-assured demeanor, there was a hint of worry. Karl knew that the more he toyed with other people's secrets, the greater the risk of his actions being exposed. However, for him, this tension was part of the pleasure he sought. He felt on top of the world, confident that no one would suspect him.

    At the same time, Chloe and Amber were enjoying their time, celebrating their first day there with laughter and light-hearted stories. Deep down, Chloe felt relieved that her suspicions about Karl were nothing more than excessive worries. She was convinced that Karl was just an ordinary person—nothing to fear or be wary of. In fact, the idea of Karl being involved in Zoey's personal affairs was now a joke between them.

    "So, what do you think Zoey sees in Karl?" joked Amber, laughing.

    Chloe laughed along, realizing how absurd the situation was. "Who knows, maybe Karl has a side we don't know yet. But seriously, if you think about it, I wouldn't be able to imagine him being some mysterious figure who controls everything!"

    They both continued laughing, forgetting all suspicions and enjoying their time without any burdens.

    Unbeknownst to them, Karl was planning his next moves.

    Karl, staring at his computer screen, suddenly received a notification from the system.

    ---

    [ Quest Completed! ]

    - Reward: 500 Hijack Points, 300 XP.

    ---

    Karl frowned, "How could this be? Did Zoey already meet Chloe and Amber?"

    Karl stared at the notification with a furrowed brow, a mix of confusion and curiosity crossing his mind. He knew that "Quest Completed" meant that a scenario was unfolding as planned, but he didn't expect it to happen so soon. Karl squinted at the screen, as if trying to understand the unexpected turn of events.

    After a few seconds of contemplation, Karl finally grabbed his phone and called Zoey. He waited for a moment, until Zoey's voice came from the other end.

    "Hello, Karl?" Zoey's voice sounded a bit tired but still friendly.

    "Zoey," Karl said without beating around the bush, "Did you meet Chloe earlier?"

    Zoey paused for a moment, seemingly surprised by Karl's direct question. "Yes... I did run into Chloe in the hallway earlier. Why, Karl?" she asked suspiciously.

    Karl smiled faintly, even though Zoey couldn't see it. "Nothing. I was just curious. Have you lied to them yet?"

    Zoey sighed. "Not yet, Karl, I forgot. I'll do it later."

    "No need!" Karl replied.

    "Why?"

    "You don't need to know!" Karl hung up the phone.

    After ending the call, Karl sat back for a moment, lost in thought. Zoey's meeting with Chloe turned out to be a surprise for him. He had just found out that Chloe and Amber had moved to the same apartment building as him. Karl scratched his head, trying to process all of this.

    "So, did they live here too, huh?" he muttered, slightly confused but intrigued. Unconsciously, a small smile appeared on his face. On one hand, he was glad to dispel Chloe and Amber's suspicions. On the other hand, there was a small concern that his life would become more complicated—especially because Karl was playing games with two Milfs, Julia and Elena, who he had been fucked before.

    ---

    Meanwhile, in their apartment, Chloe and Amber were still chatting casually. Amber looked at Chloe with curiosity. "So, you just found out that Karl also lives in this building?"

    Chloe nodded with a smile. "Yeah, it's funny. I never would have guessed. The world is small."

    Amber chuckled. "Maybe it's just a coincidence. From what I've seen, he seems pretty quiet."

    Chloe thought for a moment, pondering Karl's personality. "Yeah, he is quiet and maybe a bit mysterious. But honestly, I'm not too concerned. After all, we're just work buddies, right?"

    Amber laughed and shrugged. "True. I think we don't need to think too much about it. This move has been headache enough."

    Chloe nodded, feeling relieved. It seemed like all the confusion that had haunted her earlier was starting to disappear. With Amber, she felt she could start a new life in this apartment without worrying about small things.

    "Let's focus on finishing up these last bits of stuff," Chloe said, smiling.

    ****

    Karl prepared for work and headed to the Convenience Store as usual.

    He felt something was off there, Jason and Lily's gazes seemed different.

    "What's up with them?" Karl wondered to himself.

    As Karl entered the workspace, Jason and Lily were having a conversation.

    "Are you sure Karl is the guy in the Spermberggirl video?" Jason asked.

    "I'm still not sure, but from the CCTV uploaded by an account named Mr.X..."
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    Chapter 50

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    "This man walk up on the same route as Karl walks back to his apartment," Lily continued. Karl walks out of the room and approaches Jason and Lily. He comes with a calm expression, trying to ignore the weird looks from Jason and Lily. He gives a small smile.

    "Hey, what's up, guys?" Karl asks in a friendly tone, looking at Jason and Lily who are clearly surprised by his appearance. Jason starts, quickly hiding his phone. "Oh... nothing, just... chatting casually."

    Lily tries to smile, but her gaze is slightly suspicious, as if trying to make sure Karl really didn't hear their conversation earlier. "Yeah, just talking about unimportant stuff. By the way, you've been living in an apartment nearby for a long time, huh?" she asks, pretending to be casual.

    Karl nods. "Yeah, quite a while. Why do you ask?"

    "Oh, nothing, just curious. Because, I just heard that some residents feel uncomfortable because there are... weird things around here," Lily replies, looking at Karl while trying to read his reaction.

    Karl remains calm, showing no signs of being disturbed. "Oh yeah? What's going on?"

    Jason and Lily exchange glances, looking slightly hesitant. Finally, Jason speaks up. "We just heard stories about a suspicious person wandering around this area. They even say there's a guy who always wears a hoodie and a mask, like... the one in the Spermberggirl video."

    Karl smiles thinly, pretending to chuckle. "Hah, maybe it's just someone who doesn't want to get polluted or is embarrassed to be caught coming home late. Besides, who would want to disturb others in an apartment like this?"

    Jason and Lily nod, although still looking a bit awkward. They don't seem completely convinced, but Karl is satisfied to see that he has managed to calm some of their suspicions.

    "If you see anything strange, maybe it's best to report it to security. Let them handle it, instead of worrying yourselves," Karl adds, with a serious tone as if showing his concern.

    The conversation ends with a small smile from Jason and Lily, who seem to start relaxing. Karl leaves them, going back to his duties at the Convenience Store calmly. However, as Karl walks away and disappears at the end of the hallway, Jason and Lily's smiles quickly fade, replaced by a wary expression. Jason looks at Lily with a worried look, lowering his voice.

    "Do you feel weird, Lil? The way he answered... too calm, like he was ready with all those answers," Jason mutters, biting his lower lip.

    Lily nods slowly. "Yeah. I feel that way too. Like he knew we'd ask about that mysterious guy. It feels... off."

    They both fall silent for a moment, lost in their thoughts. They know Karl as a quiet and reserved person, but lately, the presence of the mysterious man with a hoodie around the apartment complex and the strangeness in the Spermberggirl video has been on their minds.

    Karl works as usual, "Damn, how did this happen? Mr. X, right? I need to check the video."

    Karl walks to the bathroom and opens social media, after a few days of being busy because of the affair with someone else's wife, Karl realizes he's too caught up in pleasure, until he forgets that people on social media have too much free time and always busy with things they shouldn't be busy with.

    Karl swallows, feeling a cold horror creeping up his spine. On his phone screen, the man in the hoodie indeed wears a mask, and even though part of his face is covered, Karl knows that it's him. He who was too confident that no one would recognize him, now feels that small mistake could lead to disaster.

    His fingers sweat as he scroll down, reading the increasingly sharp comments.

    "I think I've seen him around some convenience store..."

    "I'm a bit suspicious of someone I met at the gym, but that's just my feeling. But, their hoodie really looks like kinda same Lol's!"

    "Does anyone know who he is? Is he a witch who likes watching hentai anime?"

    Karl starts to panic. On one hand, he can't let people recognize him and connect him to the man in the hoodie.

    "Damn, why does this have to happen?" he whispers, trying to control his erratic breathing. He feels trapped in a trap of his own making.

    Busy enjoying his secret life for days, Karl didn't expect that things he considered trivial—like wearing a hoodie and walking home on a quiet route—would invite suspicion from people around him. And now, every move that was once considered safe has turned into a real threat.

    Karl knows he has to do something. Yet, amidst the anxiety gripping him, a thought comes to his mind:

    "It's just CCTV, the CCTV footage is unclear."

    "CCTV?" Karl's eyes widen.

    "Darn, there's also CCTV in the rest room. What if Jane sees that CCTV?"

    Fear and paranoia start to cloud his mind, making it harder for him to focus. He looks at his face in the bathroom mirror and wonders:

    "How far can I go to keep my secret safe?"

    The super power Karl possesses, makes him forget that humans have technology that can track him.

    Not to mention he realizes that the events created by SpankSome will not be erased by the universe.

    "If Jane peeps that vid, it's gonna be a total disaster," he thought. Karl started plotting the moves he needed to make. He had to find a way to stop others from laying eyes on that CCTV footage.

    Karl strutted out of the bathroom.

    He started acting all chill, trying not to make Jason and Lily more sus.

    Jason and Lily keeping it sus as heck, after they finished their shift, they decided to explore the route that hooded dude passed through.

    "What if Karl is that dude? It's freakin' me out, Spermberggirl doesn't even remember giving head while live streaming. Maybe we've done some weird stuff too, but we just don't recall?" Lily fretting like crazy.

    "Chill, Lily!" Jason said.

    YO...

    A deep voice boomed behind them.
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    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Jason and Lily were shooketh, shivering from the heavy af sound behind them. Their hearts were pounding like crazy as they slowly turned around. Standing there was a dude rockin' a black hoodie, tall as heck with a straight-up posture, his face hidden in the shadows.

    "Hey... h-hey," Jason tried to force a smile, even though fear was written all over his face. "We were just... takin' a casual stroll, no biggie."

    The dude didn't answer right away. His gaze was sharp and mysterious, making Jason and Lily feel even more uneasy. They could feel the chilling vibes all around them, like something was off in this joint.

    "Are you... lookin' for something?" the dude's voice was lowkey scary, every word he said drippin' with caution. The silence was deafening, swallowin' them up, and Lily was tryin' hard to keep her chill.

    "Nah, we were just curious, ya know," Lily's voice was shaky. "There was this story goin' 'round 'bout a mysterious dude who roams these parts often, so... we were just makin' sure."

    The dude stayed silent, then took a step closer, eyeing them with an unreadable gaze. Jason and Lily took a step back, feelin' trapped. But then, the dude just pulled out a key from his pocket and gave a slight smile.

    "You better not meddle in stuff that ain't yours," he said with a cold tone. "Some things are better left unknown."

    After spittin' those words, the dude turned around and bounced, leaving Jason and Lily still af frozen in their tracks. Their bodies felt drained, like all their energy got zapped. They glanced at each other, uncertainty written all over their faces.

    Jason swallowed hard, whispering something to Lily. "Do you think... maybe that's him? The dude we were talkin' about earlier?"

    Lily shook her head slowly, still lookin' pale. "I... I don't know. But this weird vibe, his way of talkin'... everything just feels too suspicious."

    Jason nodded, his eyes still locked on the shadow of the dude who had now disappeared around the corner. "If it is him... we gotta be careful. This might be bigger than we thought. Who knows what's really goin' down around us."

    Lily took a deep breath, tryin' to calm herself down. "What should we do? We can't keep pretendin' we don't know. But if we mess up... who knows what could happen to us?"

    Jason fell silent, pondering the situation. "Maybe we need to gather more evidence. If we can confirm who he is, or what he's up to, maybe we can report it to the authorities."

    They both exchanged looks, knowing they had accidentally stumbled into some sketchy territory. They decided to tread carefully, but they also knew this mystery couldn't just be left unsolved.

    "I told you, it can't possibly be Karl," Jason said.

    "But there's still a chance the dude we saw in the Spermberggirl video is Karl. The dude we just saw seemed bigger, he might seem shady but his body posture doesn't match the dude in the Spermberggirl video." Lily explained.

    Jason fell silent, observing Lily's face still full of doubt. He felt a mix of fear and determination growing between them. "Okay Lily, if you say the dude we saw ain't like the one in the Spermberggirl video, but why do you still think it might be Karl?"

    Lily took a deep breath, then answered softly. "I might sound paranoid, but... everything has been weird since that video emerged. Somehow, I just feel like Karl's involved, even though the evidence is still fuzzy. Maybe I'm just... overthinking it."

    Jason nodded slowly, trying to understand. "I get what you mean. Sometimes our gut feelings are right. But, we can't just accuse without solid proof."

    Lily looked like she was pondering hard, her brows furrowing. "Yeah, I get it. But still, there are things that can't be explained. Why was that dude so defensive? He could've just left without a word, but instead, he gave us a kinda... threatening warning."

    "So you think... he's hiding something?" Jason asked, his gaze piercing through the darkening night.

    Lily nodded. "I think so. And if not Karl, then who?"

    They fell silent for a moment, only the sound of the wind softly blowing around them. The silence only made the atmosphere more tense, and Lily felt increasingly on edge. The feeling that something big and dark was lurking around them started to grow.

    "I think," Jason said softly, "we need to talk to people who've seen that jacket dude before. Maybe someone remembers other details. And about Karl... we gotta be careful. I still wanna believe he's not involved, but if it turns out he knows more than he's letting on..."

    Lily nodded. "Yes, we have to be ready. We can't just accuse anyone, but we can't stay silent either. I'm sure if we dig for more info, we'll find clear clues."

    Jason sighed and shrugged, trying to calm his nerves. "Alright. Tomorrow, we start fresh. I'll try to find out about the jacket dude, and maybe... keep a closer eye on Karl."

    "Bring a camera tomorrow to record everything, Jason, we gotta document this. We could become famous because of this," Lily said excitedly.

    "Lily? Seriously? You still wanna be an influencer?" Jason looked at Lily skeptically.

    "Nope! Not an influencer! But a content creator!"

    Jason sighed, Jason and Lily have been friends for a long time. Lily always blabbed on about her dreams of becoming a famous content creator, while Jason, quietly in love with Lily, had to listen to Lily to stay close to her.

    "Whatever Lily, Let's just head home now!"

    Lily agreed, and they walked back home feeling relieved yet still on high alert. They knew the risks they faced, but they were determined not to give up until they found the truth.

    However, as they turned to leave, behind a tree, a mysterious figure watched them from a distance. "They put themself in danger!" He said.

    Ring....

    His phone rang, showing Chloe's name on the screen, Chloe sent a message:

    "Uncle, do you truly want to uncover the cause of the weirdness happening to ordinary humans?"
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    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    That dude was like totally silent for a sec, staring at his phone screen like he's weighing his own answer. He knows Chloe is his smart but impulsive niece. Man, he's neck-deep in this mysterious business, knowing how dangerous it is for everyone around them, including Chloe.

    After a moment of silence, the dude replies to Chloe's message with caution, "Yeah, I have to avenge the deaths of the kids from the orphanage."

    ****

    Some time ago, when Karl just got the Common Sense Hijack System and changed the way people cross the road.

    This hoodie dude, walking along with some little kids. His name is John, a Homo Obscura who believes Homo Obscura have a destiny to protect regular humans that weaker than them.

    John stands at the roadside with the kids from the orphanage he looks after, carefully observing the traffic. He squats in front of them, explaining gently yet firmly, "Kids, remember, we can only cross when the red light for cars is on. Until then, we stay put here, patiently wait. It's for our safety."

    The kids nod obediently, their eyes fixed on the still green traffic light, while vehicles speed past in front of them. John feels proud in his heart for teaching them discipline and caution, something he deems essential to protect them in an increasingly dangerous world.

    But, as they stand waiting, something strange happens. Without any clear reason, the kids start stepping onto the road, running like normal, their faces looking normal, John's words erased by the Common Sense Hijack System. John is shocked to see them move forward just like that, disregarding the danger. He tries to grab some of their hands, but some kids have already stepped further into the middle of the road.

    "Stop! Kids, wait! Come back!" John yells in panic, but they seem not to hear.

    At that moment, the honking of car horns and screeching brakes echoes loudly. Some vehicles try to avoid them, but it's too late. The sound of collisions resounds in the air, followed by the little bodies falling one by one. John stands frozen, his body momentarily paralyzed before he snaps out of it and runs towards them.

    "No... no!" he mutters, half shouting, as he sees the small bodies lying on the road, some of them not moving anymore. His breath catches, his heart pounds, and without hesitation, he takes out his phone, presses the emergency number to call an ambulance.

    "Quick! We need an ambulance here, now!" John yells, his voice trembling. Yet, on the other end of the phone, a slow and unurgent voice is heard, as if there's no urgency at all.

    "Calm down, sir, no need to hurry like that!" the operator replies flatly, but John feels something off.

    "What? HURRY, there are kids hit by cars here!"

    "So what? There's no reason to hurry for anything, calm down!"

    John clenches his fists.

    Time moves so slowly. People around just stare with blank faces, as if no one feels the need to help. John looks around desperately, realizing that something has influenced them all. Karl... Karl has made all regular humans not in a rush for the next dozen or so minutes.

    Seconds turn into minutes, and the ambulance doesn't arrive. When the sirens are finally heard in the distance, it's too late. The small bodies of the orphanage kids have lost their lives, leaving John in deep grief and burning anger. He realizes that this is no ordinary accident—he's aware of the synchronized brainwave changes happening around him.

    That night, John stands by the roadside, helplessly gazing at the road. Guilt fills his chest, but beneath that guilt, there's a determination taking root. Under the dark night sky, he swears that he will avenge their deaths. The deaths of the orphanage kids will not be in vain.

    John then contacted the hospital, looking for the operator who answered the phone during the kids' accident.

    He was about to hit the operator, but the operator didn't remember ever telling John not to hurry, he only remembered John singing when he called him and then saying, "There's an accident! send an ambulance now!" in a cheerful tone and providing the accident location.

    Initially, the operator was suspicious, but upon seeing a streamer's channel doing IRL stream, he immediately realized that the streamer was live streaming at the accident scene and sent an ambulance there. That's the memory given to him by the universe.

    John left the hospital with a heart full of anger and guilt closing in. In his mind, he still replayed the events of the day that took the lives of the orphanage kids he cherished. He couldn't understand what really happened—how the kids he taught to be cautious suddenly walked onto the road without noticing danger, as if a force drove them.

    An odd feeling crept into John's mind, a premonition that a darker, greater force than mere coincidence was behind all this. However, as a Homo Obscura, he always believed his power was to protect the weak and defenseless. He never imagined encountering an opponent capable of instantly altering all human brainwaves.

    Days passed, and John delved deeper into the possibility of someone or something influencing others without awareness. However, he found no clear traces; all information appeared blurry, as if reality itself shielded the perpetrator from his sight.

    Until one day, John heard about the viral video involving a young woman named Cindy, known as "Spermberggirl." The video showed Cindy blowing someone's dick while eating a Hamburger and drinking Ice cola.

    Cindy herself claimed she didn't do what was in the video. She only remembered talking about stocks with a stranger who approached her out of the blue. Many people laughed at her admission, calling it an excuse to promote her OnlyCorn account, but to John, Cindy's confession sounded more than just a self-defense.

    John felt there might be a connection between Cindy's case and the orphanage kids incident. Driven by curiosity and the hope to find answers, he decided to meet Cindy and dig deeper into the strange man she encountered.

    In some quiet café, John sat facing Cindy, who looked tired and pressured after the viral video incident damaging her reputation. She agreed to talk to John because she felt he was the only one genuinely willing to hear her version without judgment.

    John gazed at her patiently and asked softly, "I know this must be hard for you, Cindy. But I just want to know more about the man you met that day. Can you tell the story again, in detail?"

    Cindy took a deep breath, struggling hard to recall the encounter. "He... he was wearing a mask. It was black, covering almost his entire face except his eyes. And I remember, he had tired eyes, but... somehow, every time I tried to remember more, it's like something blocking."

    John furrowed his brow, realizing how strange Cindy's description was. "Is there anything else you remember about him? What did he say, or maybe his voice or gestures?"

    Cindy shook her head, trying to explain even though she looked puzzled. "He was asking about stocks, or at least that's what I heard... but his voice was like... distorted? There was something making him feel unreal, as if he spoke with overlapping echoes. Also, at that moment, I felt very strange, as if my mind drifted away easily."

    John listened attentively, his intuition growing stronger. The masked man might have the ability to disrupt others' minds, influencing them without their awareness—similar to what happened to the orphanage kids when they suddenly walked into the road without a clear reason.

    Patiently, John looked at Cindy and gently held her hand, trying to calm her. "I understand. It may be difficult, but you're not alone. What you experienced is not just a coincidence. There's something bigger behind this, and I will find out."

    Cindy nodded slowly, feeling slightly relieved even though the memory of the masked man was still vague in her mind. In John's heart, a determination to investigate further, to find out who the masked man truly was and how he could manipulate all humans, planted itself.

    ****

    Back with John now, he visited the place where Cindy was blowing the man while drinking ice cola.

    He then watched the video uploaded by Mr.X, tracing the direction in which the mask-wearing man approached Cindy in the video.

    He walked until he reached Three-one-Three, the Convenience Store where Karl worked.

    He walked in, entering the Convenience Store.

    Karl was standing at the cashier.

    John looked at Karl and murmured, "Tired eyes?" he thought.
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    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Karl checking out John, the dude in front of him, flashing a small smile like a sneaky cashier. But John could sense something fishy going on. The vibe around Karl was off, like icy and full of mysteries. John stepped closer, keeping his cool facade, even though his heart was racing, fueled with anger and determination to uncover the truth behind the strange incidents that had snatched away the orphans he cared for.

    "Welcome to Three-One-Three," Karl greeted in a friendly yet hollow tone. "Can I, like, help you with anything?"

    Then Karl received a notification on some secret panel only visible to him.

    [DING]

    ---

    [Uncommon Creature Detected]

    ---

    [System Analysis]

    - Species: Homo Obscura

    - Status: Potential Moderate to High Threat

    ---

    Karl murmured himself. "High threat? why is it different from Chloe and Amber?" he thought to himself. Karl tried to act all casual like a typical cashier.

    John locked eyes with Karl, trying to read what lay beneath his nonchalant gaze. "I'm just looking for someone," John said, his voice low and chilly.

    Karl raised an eyebrow, faking interest. "Oh, who? Maybe I can help you find her or him."

    John leaned in closer at the cashier counter, narrowing the gap between them. "I'm on the hunt for a guy with tired eyes, who like playing mind games with others," he whispered, sending shivers down Karl's spine.

    Karl faintly smiled, trying not to show surprise, but his eyes sharpened, trying to decipher John's intentions. "Hmm, sounds like you're talking about someone intriguing. Unfortunately, I don't know anyone matching that description."

    John scrutinized Karl's response, his eyes keenly searching for any hint of truth behind the facade. Despite Karl looking calm, John sensed a subtle tension beneath that friendly casual gaze. He believed Karl was hiding something — something dark and dangerous.

    "Is that so?" John's tone remained calm, yet carried a veiled threat. "I thought you were a smart guy. But now I find you acting all clueless."

    Karl kept his smile, yet his eyes now slightly narrowed, watching John more alertly.

    [DING]

    Another notification popped up on Karl's hidden panel, warning of a surge in emotional waves from the Shadow Human before him. He knew this guy meant business, and if left unchecked, could pose a serious threat that wouldn't be easy to handle.

    The panel suggested:

    [ Enhance Defensive or Stay Neutral Attitude. ]

    "I thought you came here for something simpler," Karl replied deflecting. "Maybe you just need to chill out? Free coffee, perhaps?"

    John snorted, his gaze fixed on Karl. "You think I came all this way just for a cup of coffee?" He stepped closer, leaving only the cashier counter between them. "I'm after the man responsible for the deaths of the orphanage kids. Innocent children, treated like pawns in a twisted game."

    Karl maintained his smile, though his heartbeat picked up. He didn't know what John was talking about.

    "Huh?" Karl furrowed his brow.

    John then spilled about what had gone down, his emotions running high, divulging things that shouldn't be said to regular folks.

    But Karl, he got what John described. It was one of the effects of his system's experiments, a hijack when trying to complete a quest from the "Common Sense Hijack System".

    "I'm sorry for what happened to those children," Karl tried to show empathy. "But I don't think it concerns me. I'm just a cashier here."

    John got closer, his face growing colder. "I'm looking for the guy in the Spermberggirl video," he hissed. "I've traced the CCTV footage from Mr. X, and the guy came from the direction leading to this Convenience Store."

    Karl thinly smiled, pretending not to know, "Dang, me? killed? crazy just because of a quick hijack, I've killed innocent kids in minutes." Karl muttered to himself. Karl acted like he was totally clueless.

    Karl held his breath, realizing that even though John didn't know him as the person behind the deaths of innocent children, this guy had some sharp intuition. John only knew the suspect he was looking for might have come from this store, and Karl understood that one small slip-up could get him caught red-handed.

    "I really don't know about the guy in the video you're talking about," Karl said cautiously, still sporting his friendly smile, as if puzzled by John's accusations. "But if what you say is true, maybe someone else came from here before? This place gets pretty busy, and I'm just a cashier."

    John narrowed his eyes, assessing Karl's answer with a sharp gaze. "Someone else, huh? You might be right," he mumbled, though clearly still suspicious. "But strangely, when I traced the last CCTV footage, the guy's trail ended near this store. I thought, whoever works here might have a clue."

    Karl chuckled softly, trying to respond casually, though he was nervous. "Well, I don't have access to street CCTVs, but who knows? Sometimes weirdos do come here for coffee or snacks. If there's any odd or suspicious customer, I'd definitely remember."

    John stared at Karl for a moment, then seemed to make up his mind. "Alright," he said heavily. "I'll be back if I find something." John turned slowly, walking out of the store.

    As the door rang shut behind John, Karl breathed a sigh of relief but stayed on high alert. Notifications from his system were still open:

    [WARNING] - Homo Obscura suspicious at you.

    Karl knew this wasn't the end of it. John, the Homo Obscura , had caught whiffs of the secrets Karl was hiding, and it was only a matter of time before he found more evidence. Karl decided that to face such a big threat, he needed to come up with a plan — not just to cover his tracks, but maybe to prepare preventive measures against this dangerous Shadow Human.

    *****

    Meanwhile, Jane was bored. Peering out of her office, no drama there. She still hadn't had the chance to nag at Karl today.

    Trying to beat the boredom, she checked the CCTV recordings, "Maybe something weird is in this footage, perhaps Karl and Zoey are fooling around hahah..." said a MILF who loves to flip out.

    Click... Click...

    She clicked through some footage, switching folders, until she reached one named 'Break Room'.
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    She LOLed by herself, imagining Karl, who's usually all closed up and quiet, possibly getting caught doing something embarrassing or funny in that break room.

    Click... Click...

    Jane hit play on one of the recordings from the Break Room. Initially, the recording just showed an empty room, only a coffee machine and some neatly arranged chairs. But as she played it further, she saw something weird. She saw herself and Karl.

    Jane stared at the screen, feeling amused and curious at the same time watching herself with Karl in the recording. At first, the recording only showed the two of them sitting next to each other, looking like they're chatting casually. But the more she looked, their expressions started to seem a bit more... intimate.

    In the video, Jane's recording version looked with a faint smile, tilting her head towards Karl while gazing at him with a soft look, something rarely—or almost never—done in real life. Karl, usually quiet and keeping his distance, appeared a tad more relaxed. On the screen, he chuckled softly, returning Jane's smile with a happy expression.

    "Huh? Since when are we... this close?" Jane whispered to herself, feeling puzzled yet entertained. As far as she remembered, her relationship with Karl was limited to just usual work colleagues who sometimes argued over small stuff at the store. But in the recording, their closeness seemed more than just colleagues—as if there's an unspoken attraction between them.

    As the recording continued, Jane on screen knelt in front of Karl, and then—for a very brief moment—her recording version's hand touched Karl's dick. The touch was brief, but enough to make the watching Jane feel her heart race.

    "Oh my god..." Jane chuckled, her face blushed. "What is this? I don't even remember being like this with Karl."

    Seemingly, Karl was slapping her face with his dick, recording it with a phone. And Jane in the video laughed as if she enjoyed it.

    In her mind, Jane started to wonder if this was some kind of joke Karl secretly recorded, or if the camera caught a specific moment and was edited by AI.

    Jane stared at the screen with widened eyes, part disbelief and slight embarrassment. Karl, whom she always thought was stiff and hard to approach, now appeared so casual and warm in the video— even mischievous, something very different from his original impression. The two of them looked close, and when the recording Jane touched and sucked Karl's dick, Jane felt a strange vibration in her chest, as if the memory was starting to feel real.

    "No way," she murmured trying to recall. "I never did this with Karl..."

    However, at that moment, vague memories flickered in her mind. Like hidden snippets of memory, Jane suddenly recalled a few small conversations she had with Karl, when the two of them were in the break room, when Karl popped his dick on her cheek. Maybe she not know if i'ts real, but slowly it made her realize that there was another side of Karl that she overlooked.

    When the video ended, Jane leaned back in her chair, still in a daze while staring at the now dark screen. Thoughts and feelings mixed between curiosity, embarrassment, and a little awkwardness that she didn't even know where it came from.

    "Should I talk to him about this?" Jane mumbled, feeling unsure. But then, a small smile appeared on her face. "Or maybe... just let it go. I could never have sucked Karl's dick..." Jane tried to reject the reality she didn't remember.

    Jane still sat frozen in her chair, staring blankly at the screen. The recording had ended, but the images in it continued to play in her head, spinning like a movie reluctant to stop. The more she tried to analyze what she had just seen, the more she sank into a mix of confusion and disbelief.

    "No way... me and Karl?" she whispered, barely audible.

    As far as Jane knew, her relationship with Karl was just average, more often filled with short conversations and stiff professional talks. But, the recording... it felt so real, so intimate, as if there was something between them that she had never realized before.

    Jane started to feel restless. Her mind tossed between reality and doubt. She checked the recording file again, making sure nothing was wrong. Was this just a playful trick, some joke made by someone in the office? But who would spend time editing a video like that? And more importantly—why?

    The worry slowly turned into paranoia. Jane began to imagine unsettling possibilities. What if someone else saw this recording too? What if her coworkers—or worse, Karl—found out about the video and thought it actually happened?

    With slightly trembling hands, Jane turned off her computer screen. However, the anxiety didn't subside. Her mind was haunted by shadows from the recording. She even began to question her own memories. Could there be a moment that truly slipped from her mind?

    "Why do I feel... like I know him in a different way?" Jane sighed deeply, trying to calm her erratic heartbeat.

    But the shadows from the video continued to haunt her, making her wonder, what really happened between her and Karl?

    Without even thinking twice, Jane decided to hit up Karl. Being the boss lady of the store, she knew this was a totally legit move—plus, she needed some answers. Maybe Karl had the deets or could explain why there was a recording like that.

    She pressed the button on the store intercom that went straight to the front area where Karl usually kicked it as a store clerk.

    "Karl, can you come to the manager's office real quick?" her voice sounded way chill compared to how she actually felt.

    A few seconds later, she heard footsteps approaching. The door swung open, and Karl peeked in with a puzzled expression.

    "What's up, Mrs. Jane?" he asked with a lil' smile.

    Jane stared at Karl, feeling a bit unsure for a sec. She wanted to straight-up ask, but was worried his reaction might make things awk. However, her curiosity was lit AF, overpowering her doubt.

    "Karl," Jane started cautiously, "I just saw something on the break room CCTV footage, and... well, it's kinda confusing."

    "CCTV?" Karl was shook.
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    Karl was scratching his head, looking puzzled. "What's up with the CCTV, Mrs. Jane?"

    Jane stared at Karl, trying to read his expression, searching for signs of whether he knew something about the recording. However, Karl's face appeared innocent and full of curiosity.

    "Well... I just checked the footage from the break room," Jane continued cautiously. "And... there's something strange. The two of us look... close." She paused for a moment, trying to choose the right words. "Closer than I remember ever happening."

    Karl fell silent, eyebrows raised. "Close? What do you mean...?"

    Jane cleared her throat, feeling a little nervous. "Yes, in the footage, we seem to be talking very intimately. And there are... moments that... confuse me."

    Karl chuckled softly, perhaps trying to ease the sudden tension that filled the room. "Wait, so... there's a video of us chatting in the break room? And that's making you confused?"

    Jane nodded slowly, unsure how to explain. "Yes, but it's not just an ordinary conversation. There are... moments that make me feel like there's something between us that's more than just colleagues."

    Karl blinked rapidly, maybe feeling uncomfortable, or maybe just surprised. "But, I... I don't remember ever doing something like that, Mrs. Jane."

    Jane took a deep breath, trying to remain calm. "I don't remember either, Karl. That's what confuses me. It seems... as if there's a part of my memory missing. Or maybe this is just some edited footage, who knows." She smiled slightly, trying to lighten the mood. "Maybe just someone's joke."

    Karl sighed heavily, looking unsure. "If there really is a video like that, then someone here deliberately edited the CCTV footage, right? But for what?"

    Jane nodded, appearing deep in thought. "That's what I'm thinking too. I don't know who would do this, or what it means. But, that video... for some reason, it feels very real. I even start to doubt my own memory."

    Karl glanced at Jane briefly, his eyes showing doubt. "Maybe we should check the CCTV system again, Mrs. Jane. Make sure no one is playing around or trying to alter the recording data."

    Jane nodded, feeling that it was a sensible step. "Alright. I'll ask the IT team to check it. If something's off, we need to know."

    Karl smiled tightly, although there was a hint of concern in his eyes. "Thank you for telling me, Mrs. Jane. And... I'm sorry if the footage made you feel uncomfortable."

    Jane chuckled softly, trying to ease the tension between them. "It's okay, Karl. I'm sure it's just a misunderstanding."

    However, as Karl left the room, Jane still felt uneasy. The shadows of the recording from earlier haunted her mind, raising unanswered questions. Even though all of this seemed nonsensical, Jane began to feel there was something deeper, more complex behind the footage—something she might not be ready to know.

    Karl sighed, walking out of Jane's workspace.

    "Dang, CCTV? I forgot there's CCTV here." Karl grumbled, realizing his horniness made him forget about the sophisticated technology called CCTV.

    Karl stepped out of Jane's room feeling a mix of emotions. His right hand scratching his head, trying to suppress the subtle vibrations that arose from his anxiety. A cold shiver ran down his back, and for the first time, he felt truly anxious.

    "Could it be that Jane is starting to suspect...?" he thought, trying to deny the growing fear. Before, he thought SpankSome was the perfect solution for indulging in his desire and frustration towards Jane. With SpankSome, he could hijack someone's common sense, without messing up his life, or at least that's what he thought.

    But now, everything was starting to fall apart. If Jane truly realized something odd in her memory and began to doubt what she experienced, Karl could lose his job. Or worse, he might become a fugitive because Jane could confirm that Karl was the guy in the Spermberggirl video.

    "If only I could erase that memory..." he mumbled, rubbing his face, trying to think fast.

    Karl go the bathroom, Karl paced back and forth with a cluttered mind.

    "Dang," he whispered again. The CCTV footage was endangering him. Jane could dig deeper into this, even seek help to understand her memory that was starting to make her doubt. Zoey, who was also there, could become a threat if she brave enough to against him.

    Karl knew one thing: he had to find a way to destroy that footage, but a more brilliant and wicked idea struck him.

    "Hahaha... How could I forget?"

    "I have a video of Jane happily sucking my dick hahahaha...." Karl grinned, "There's no other way, Blackmail is the way!"

    *****

    Elsewhere, John, as a superior Homo Obscura in strength compared to humans. Managed to intimidate a security guard, he was indeed trying to find the man in the Spermberggirl video.

    He tried to search CCTV footage in various places, until he reached a park.

    He succeeded in gaining access to view the CCTV footage in that park.

    John sat in the surveillance room with an intense gaze on the monitor screen in front of him. As a Homo Obscura, a species that had long lived hidden behind the shadows of humans, he had a deeper understanding of the world around him. With a little intimidation, he got access to the CCTV at the park, a location rumored to be visited by the guy believed to appear in the Spermberggirl video.

    The monitor in front of him displayed different angles of the park: wooden benches under trees, a children's play area, and a walking path commonly used by people strolling. John observed every figure that passed by, his eyes sharp in examining every detail, searching for the mysterious man's characteristics. Until finally, one footage caught his attention.

    A man with a figure resembling Karl walking with a woman, John observed the scene, he stared at Karl in the video squeezing Zoey's ass while whispering.

    "Intriguing," John muttered.

    The events in the CCTV recording continued, Adam appeared in the footage. "Pity, but he's also being cruel to a woman." he looked at Karl being beaten repeatedly by Adam.

    Until Karl kicked Adam's crotch, and started activating SpankSome.

    "What?" John jolted, "What is he doing!?  why!?" John was puzzled, Adam in the video suddenly crawling.

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    Chapter 56

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Meanwhile, like at the office, Jane was sitting there with her chin propped up on her hand, her thoughts swirling all over the place. She watched that CCTV footage over and over again, trying to figure out what the heck might've gone down. The memories of that day remained fuzzy, like there was a major piece missing or covered up. Her anxiety was growing bigger by the minute.

    Jane's mind switched to Zoey, who in the footage seemed to be watching the whole thing go down with a shocked expression. Could Zoey remember something that could explain what really happened? Without any hesitation, Jane grabbed her phone and shot Zoey a quick message, asking to meet up during Zoey's break.

    Zoey replied quickly, agreeing to meet Jane later.

    ---

    On the flip side, Karl was still caught up in his scheming. The idea of using Jane's secret recording as a way to ensure his own secrets stayed hidden was becoming more appealing to him, even though he knew it would only stir things up even more. For him, this was the last resort to guarantee his position's safety and keep all the power in his hands.

    That day at the Convenience Store felt off, Zoey starting to feel weird because Jane messaged her when she could've just called her directly.

    Karl not being as intimidating to Zoey as usual.

    That day, the vibe in the convenience store was just different. Zoey felt strange, almost skittish, because Jane messaged her to meet outside of work hours. Usually, if Jane needed something from her, she could just call her directly at the store. But this time, there was an urgency in Jane's message, something that made Zoey sense that a big secret was about to be spilled.

    Zoey stole a glance at Karl in another part of the store, busying himself with restocking items on the shelves. There was something different about Karl's demeanor that day. Normally, he would be patting his own backside or making sarcastic comments about every tiny mistake Zoey made. However, today, he seemed... uneasy, as if he were trying to avoid her. This only intensified the weird feeling in Zoey.

    Zoey's mind was torn between curiosity and worry. What did Jane really want to talk about? Was it about her habit of nicking small items at the Convenience Store? Did Karl have a change of heart and suddenly rat her out to Jane?

    ---

    That evening, Zoey and Jane met in Jane's office. Jane was seated at her desk with a serious expression, her eyes occasionally glancing at her phone, waiting for Zoey to arrive. Soon enough, Zoey stepped in, scanning the room, then quickly making her way to Jane's desk with a face full of questions.

    "Thanks for coming, Zoey," Jane greeted, her voice calm but firm.

    Zoey nodded, taking a seat in front of Jane. "No problem, Mrs. Is there something you want to ask me?"

    Jane took a deep breath, then pulled out a phone from her bag and placed it on the table. "I want to show you something. The CCTV footage from that... you see for yourself."

    Zoey fell silent for a moment, then furrowed her brow, her gaze shifting to the phone screen displaying a clip of the CCTV footage from the break room that day. Surprise flashed across her face as she watched the scene where she walked into the room and found Jane and Karl in a position that looked... intimate.

    "I... I remember that day," Zoey whispered to herself.

    "Karl's magic is still caught on CCTV?" Zoey pondered.

    Jane stared at Zoey with a questioning look. "Zoey, I don't remember this incident. That's why I feel something's off. The more I watch it, the weirder I feel... like something's clouding my memory."

    Zoey nodded slowly, but because she remembered Karl's threat and the pleasure of his grip on her, Zoey responded as if she had no clue what happened.

    "I... I don't remember this happening," Zoey said.

    Jane furrowed her brow, looking at Zoey more intensely. As if trying to unearth the truth behind every word and expression on her young assistant's face. There was something in the way Zoey avoided eye contact that made Jane feel like something fishy was going on. But she held back, not wanting to push too hard, even though her suspicions were growing.

    "Zoey, I want you to be honest," Jane said with a slightly softer tone, hoping to build trust. "This whole event... is so confusing, and if you know anything, no matter how small, please tell me."

    Zoey shook her head slowly, maintaining her blank expression. "I'm sorry, Mrs. Jane. I really don't remember. All I recall is opening the door and... feeling surprised, but the rest is a blur." She swallowed hard, feeling a bit nervous about the lie she just told. Karl's threat still loomed over her mind— the man's warning was real, and she didn't dare take any risks.

    Jane took a deep breath. She felt like she hit a dead end, but she wasn't about to give up just yet. "Okay, Zoey. If your memory comes back or if there's anything else you remember, please let me know. I just want to make sure that whatever happens, we can tackle it together."

    Zoey nodded slowly, her heart racing. "Yes, Mrs. I'll let you know if I remember anything," she said, looking down, trying to hide the guilt creeping in.

    ****

    11:30 AM.

    John sends a message to Chloe:

    Chloe, I smell something fishy about your coworker Karl. He might be the mastermind behind the whole mind-bending scheme in the Spermberggirl video.

    Chloe walking to the Convenience Store with Amber, furrows her brows, "Amber, why is Uncle John suspicious of Karl?"

    "For real?"

    "Yeah."

    Chloe shows the message from John.

    "I don't know, but he's on a mission to nab the dude in the Spermberggirl video, right?" Amber sighs.

    Zoey grins, "Yeah, Uncle suspects that guy to be the one who changed ordinary people's perspectives and made orphans got hit by car."

    Amber sighs, "Uncle John is a good guy, even though he used to be cray and hunted down evil folks, he's still hella smart. Maybe he's got valid reasons to side-eye a lonely ah.. weeb like Karl." Amber tries to lighten the mood.

    *****

    John heads back to the Convenience Store, peeping from afar. As his eyes scan the scene, he spots Adam. Even though the CCTV footage is blurry, Homo Obscura's powers to spot things clear as day help John recognize Adam.

    Adam is chilling far from the Convenience Store, still wary of Karl, who in his memory, is a taekwondo master. He leaning on his car, busy on his phone.

    John approaches Adam, "Yo, young blood!" greets John.

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    Chapter 57

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Adam was shooketh, peeping from his cellie when he spotted a middle-aged dude standing nearby with a chill grin. "Yo, what's good, man?" Adam cautiously inquired, his eyes scanning the stranger warily. He glanced around like he was scared Karl might suddenly pop up.

    "Just chillin', bro. Just scouting for someone," John casually replied, but his gaze was sharp as he observed Adam. "You look restless. Got some trouble brewing?"

    Adam sighed, hesitated for a moment, but finally spoke softly. "Nah... nothing."

    "Don't front, young blood. You know Karl, right?"

    Adam nodded, surprised "Karl? So, you know him?" he asked.

    John faintly smiled, then slipped his hand into his jacket and pulled out a cellie. "I know... maybe not. But I got a reason to stalk him," he murmured, opening a video recording saved on his cellie. He tilted the screen towards Adam, and the video began playing.

    Adam squinted, feeling unsure but unable to resist his curiosity. The video showed CCTV footage in an empty park—clearly showing himself standing in front of Karl, looking emotional, as if they were arguing. But there was something odd in the video. In the midst of the argument, Karl seemed to move his fingers, as if typing in the air, although he didn't have a phone or any device in his hands.

    The next moment, Adam in the video started acting strange. His body moved on its own, slowly he crawled to the ground, as if controlled by an unseen force. Watching the video, Adam jerked. "What the heck is this? I don't remember ever doing that!" he whispered, shocked.

    John narrowed his eyes, his gaze sharp on Adam's reaction. "Funny, seeing yourself controlled like a puppet? I thought you'd get why I suspect Karl. I heard he's been seen in weird places, including around Spermberggirl. Some incidents there... don't make any sense."

    Adam swallowed, trying to gather his chaotic thoughts. "So, you think... Karl did all of this? For what? How?"

    John leaned back on the bench casually, but his look remained cold. "That's what I'm trying to figure out. I think, you're the one most likely to know what Karl's hiding. You're close to him, right?"

    Adam fell silent, his heart beating fast. Questions started swirling in his mind. Does Karl really have such abilities? Can he control others just with his finger movements? Or is this just another trap?

    John closed his cellie and stared at Adam seriously. "I don't care why you know Karl, but one thing's for sure, he's gotten way too deep into some shady business. If you know something, now's your chance to spill before it gets worse."

    Adam felt conflicted. If he told John what he knew—about the strange system he had experienced related to Karl—it might help. But he also knew, revealing everything risked getting himself deeper into this mess.

    "I don't know anything!" Adam replied.

    "Fine, you'll challenge that dude named Karl again later!" John commanded.

    John smirked coldly as he tucked his cellie back into his jacket, then stared sharply at Adam. "We don't need to rush. Let's wait until Karl's shift ends. I need you to stay calm and follow my instructions well, got it?"

    Adam nodded slowly, still feeling confused, but he knew there was no other choice. This guy seemed to know a lot about Karl, and though Adam doubted, his instinct told him to follow John's lead, at least until he understood this situation better.

    They both sat on the park bench calmly, observing the area around the cafe where Karl usually worked. Several minutes passed in silence, while Adam's mind wrestled between fear and curiosity. He glanced at John a few times, but the guy just sat quietly, his gaze fixed on the cafe.

    "So, all I gotta do is challenge Karl later, right?" Adam whispered, trying to confirm their plan.

    John nodded. "That's right. Approach him and pick a fight. I'll be watching from afar. And, remember, don't go off-script. I'll give a signal if anything changes."

    Adam took a deep breath, trying to calm himself down. Now, he just had to wait for Karl's shift to end and confront the guy he had been avoiding.

    After some time, the Convenience Store door finally opened, and Karl stepped out, looking a bit tired. John gently patted Adam's shoulder. "There he is. Do exactly as I said."

    Adam stood up, his legs feeling a bit heavy, but he forced himself to walk towards Karl. Meanwhile, John watched from a close distance, making sure everything went according to plan.

    Karl raised an eyebrow at Adam as he approached. "Hey, Adam? What's up? You wanna challenge me again, huh?"

    Adam swallowed hard, then tried to sound as casual as possible. "I just wanna talk, there's something I need to explain to you. There's something weird between us. I know you're hiding something from me."

    Karl chuckled, amused. "Hiding something? What do you mean?"

    Adam tried to keep his voice calm, even though his heart was pounding. "I know you have some weird abilities. I want to know why you did that to me back then."

    Karl squinted, his expression turning serious. "How do you know?"

    In the distance, John continued watching, his gaze fixed on the two of them.

    Zoey arrived, "Are you guys fighting again?"

    "Tsk.. Zoey, so you've finally mustered the courage!" Karl brought up the SpankSome panel.

    But, before he could type.

    Bam...

    "So, it's true after all! You are that despicable creature!?" John grabbed Karl's hand tightly.

    Karl narrowed his eyes, clearly not fully recognizing John, but there was a vague memory flashing through. "You? You're the one who came to the convenience store that time?" he asked, trying to pull his hand away from John's grip.

    John smiled thinly, but his gaze remained sharp. "Finally caught this nefarious scoundrel."

    Karl squinted, looking puzzled yet annoyed. "What do you want from me? I don't know you, go away dude!"

    Bam...

    John hit Karl until he was unconscious.
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    Chapter 58

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Adam friggin' freaked out and went all silent witnessing what just went down. Karl's hand that was holding him up dropped, and the dude straight-up collapsed to the ground, not moving an inch. For a moment, the vibe turned dead silent. Zoey, who just arrived, was gaping, not knowing what the heck to do.

    "Who the heck are you?!" Zoey finally spoke up, her eyes full of confusion and fear. She glanced at the fallen Karl, then back at John with a bunch of question marks.

    John gave her a cold stare, no hint of regret. "He's dangerous, and I ain't got time for a long explanation. You don't understand what he's really hiding."

    Adam felt trapped in this situation, guilt creeping up on him. Despite Karl hitting the floor, he started doubting if this was really the right way to solve this mess. But, he knew there was no turning back.

    "You... you don't have to knock him out," Adam said, low but firm. "We could ask him more questions, maybe he can explain it all."

    John glanced at Adam for a moment, his expression unreadable. After a few seconds, he sighed. "He's been messing around with things way out of line for too long. I just don't want to take any risks."

    Adam lowered his head, feeling a bit confused. He looked at Karl lying on the floor. "But if we don't give him a chance to talk, we won't know what he really knows, right?"

    Zoey stepped closer, staring at John with worry. "Who are you really? And what did you do to Karl?" she asked, her voice softer but still tense.

    John gave her a sharp look, then turned to Adam. "I know a fair bit about Karl and what he's been up to. He's not just controlling people. I'm sure he's got a much bigger plan, one that I can't take lightly."

    Adam furrowed his brow. "You say he's controlling people, but why isn't there clear evidence? The video you showed earlier was just... weird."

    John shrugged, seemingly indifferent to his confusion. "Because he might be able to manipulate other people's memories."

    Adam felt even more confused, his heart pounding. "Are you sure? You're not making this up, right?"

    "You don't need to know all the answers right now," John said, pointing towards the fallen Karl.

    Without further ado, John lifted Karl's body. "That's enough for you two!" John ditched Zoey and Adam.

    *****

    Karl slowly opened his eyes, "Where am I?"

    Karl couldn't move, he was in a room, sunlight streaming in through the window.

    "Morning already?" Karl squinted.

    Karl was tied to a chair.

    Karl tried to recall how he ended up here.

    He looked ahead and saw some people.

    John, the dude now staring at him with cold eyes, was someone he'd met the night before. While Chloe and Amber, who worked at the same convenience store as him, were often part of his daily life. Karl knew Chloe pretty well, a quiet figure, while Amber was more cheerful and often helped him out at the store, and Karl knew all three of them were Homo Obscura.

    Then there was Cindy—now known as "Spermberggirl"—a nickname Cindy got after going viral due to a bizarre incident under her influence. It was an incident Karl wanted to forget, as everything had since gotten more complicated.

    "Who are you, and why are you keeping me here?" Karl asked, his tone more challenging. He didn't like being controlled, especially by someone unfamiliar to him.

    John just smirked, his gaze unwavering. "I don't need to know you, Karl, to know what you're up to. You think I don't know about Cindy? About how you play with people around you, making them like mindless puppets?"

    "Karl, so you're that guy?" Chloe looked at Karl.

    Amber shook her head, "Chloe, I told you that guy could be Karl. You're just accusing him of being a typical weeb watching anime on pirated websites, huh." taunted Amber.

    Meanwhile, Cindy was trembling, "How... How could you... make me a laughing stock on social media."

    John, seeing Cindy shivering, sighed, "Karl, you bastard! You've killed innocent orphans!"

    Karl fell silent, "Huh? What do you mean? I don't understand anything!" Karl tried to deny.

    John's anger flared, "BASTARD! You've hurt people by messing with their common sense! They crossed the road when cars were speeding! And you know what, son of a bitch? Innocent kids died because of your actions."

    Gulp...

    Karl fell silent, recalling the quest he took, those first few minutes after receiving the Common Sense Hijack System.

    Karl swallowed, his body feeling cold as he heard John's accusations. His mind drifted back to when he first realized his power—Common Sense Hijack System, a strange ability that suddenly appeared in him. Initially, he thought it was just a small trick, something he could use for personal pleasure or small gains in his daily life. But, he never imagined his power would lead to consequences this immense.

    "Alright, Cindy, I'll avenge you first!" John stood up.

    "Uncle, are you really going to do that disgusting thing?" Chloe asked.

    "Eww... Uncle, seriously?" Amber felt disgusted.

    While Cindy was confused, "Yo.. You're not g-gonna..."

    "This is for justice! He must face all consequences, before dying to redeem himself for causing the deaths of innocent orphans! His mouth should face the dick, just like you did, Cindy!"

    Chloe prepared the camera, Amber closed her eyes, Cindy kept trembling.

    Meanwhile, Karl wanted to scream in fear, "Yo what the fuck? Are you gay? Motherfucker what the heck you gonna do?" Karl trembled.

    John put on a mask and a hat on his head. He approached Karl.

    Karl tried to struggle, but the bindings on his body were too tight. He felt helpless, enveloped in fear and confusion. The thought of fighting back surfaced, but facing John and the cold, hateful gazes of people who were once just coworkers, he knew the situation was truly beyond his control.

    "You don't understand... it's all a misunderstanding!" Karl screamed, his voice hoarse. "I never meant to hurt anyone!"

    John paused for a moment, only to scoff at Karl. "You think your words can turn back time and save the lives you've ruined, Karl? They couldn't fight back when you toyed with their common sense, Karl. It's too late."

    Cindy, still trembling in the corner, finally covered her face, trying to hold back tears. Amber and Chloe stood watching, each with a different expression, between disgust, anger, and confusion. In Chloe's small heart, she hesitated, but the shadows of the orphans and Karl's betrayal of their trust kept her silent.

    "I... I can explain. Please, give me a chance to tell you all. You don't understand what really happened..." Karl pleaded, his voice turning into a desperate whisper.

    But, John showed no signs of mercy. With a firm and icy tone, he said, "There are no words that can help you now, Karl. You've destroyed many lives, and this is the price you pay."

    Karl looked at John, feeling despair overwhelming him completely.

    The camera lit up, John pulled out his dick and brought it closer to Karl's face.

    As despair filled Karl's eyes, with John's cock almost near his face.

    --

    [DING]

    [ Weekly Spin Available! ]

    [ Would the host like to do the spin now? ]

    ---

    "Fuck..." Karl grumbled.

    John grabbed Karl's head, "Hey, this cock will make your life more enjoyable and make you love eating hamburgers!"

    "SPIN THAT SHIT!" Karl shouted. He was desperate, feeling like today might be the day he'd part ways with the Common Sense Hijack System and wouldn't be able to fuck other men's wives anymore.

    John furrowed his brow, "Like this?" John spun his cock like a helicopter blade.

    Chloe swallowed, "He gay? What the fuck!"

    Meanwhile, Karl checked the weekly spin rewards in the system.

    ----

    - 1000 Hijack Points

    - 1000 XP

    - 500 Hijack Points + 500 XP

    - 750 Hijack Points + 250 XP

    - 250 Hijack Points + 750 XP

    -  [ Uncommon Reward ]

    ----

    The spin button was auto-clicked due to Karl's shout.

    [ DING ]

    [ Congratulations Host received Uncommon Rewards ]

    ----

    John's dick got closer, Karl could smell John's dick.

    "Fuck... fuck..." Karl cursed.

    The system popped up again,

    [ DING ]

    [ Uncommon Rewards ] : Uncommon Guard.

    "Guard?"

    [ Host must cast the name of the Uncommon Guard to make it appear and protect the Host ]

    Karl grinned.

    John frowned, "Do you actually like dick? So this isn't creepy for you? You're being recorded, this footage will be spread!"

    Karl didn't care about John's words, "System, what's the name of that Uncommon Guard? Hurry, show it!"

    The system revealed the name of the Uncommon Guard.

    A name appeared, Karl smiled and says it out loud.

                           "UNDEAD PLATINUM"
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    Chapter 59

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    When Karl just dropped that name with utter confidence, the room suddenly felt like it was shaking, man! A dark light quickly gathered behind Karl, forming a big, dense, and intense shadow. Everyone in the room held their breath, not knowing what the heck was gonna happen next.

    John took a step back, his face going from cocky to straight-up terrified. "What the heck is this?" he hissed, looking towards the figure forming in front of them.

    From that shadow emerged a tall, sturdy figure resembling a skull with bright red eyes. The figure, known as Undead Platinum, looked like a creature from another dimension, with a deadly aura that sent shivers down the spine of anyone who laid eyes on it.

    Karl, still tied to the chair, grinned with triumph. "Obscura, motherfucker! Your dick smells so bad!" Karl smirked.

    John steps back and zips up his pants real quick.

    Undead Platinum turns to face Karl, as if waiting for a command. With a voice weak but full of determination, Karl gives a short order, "Set me free."

    Without hesitation, Undead Platinum moves its giant hand and effortlessly crushes the bindings holding Karl. Karl can finally stand up, feeling liberated, even though his body is still weak from the earlier incident.

    John takes a step back, his eyes filled with fear. He tries to maintain his composure, but it's clear he didn't expect Karl to have such a powerful ace up his sleeve.

    "Don't think I'm scared just because you brought a skull monster! Damn, are you a wizard?" John tries to hide the tremble in his voice. But Karl just smirks slyly.

    "Wizard? Call it what you want!" Karl says calmly but dangerously. "Now, You all Obscura nonsense won't scare me anymore!" Karl laughs.

    Cindy, who's been standing scared in the corner of the room, whispers weakly, "This all makes no sense... What the heck is really going on?"

    Amber and Chloe exchange fearful glances, feeling their fear escalating. They start to realize that Karl isn't the person they thought he was. He has powers even they can't fully comprehend.

    John, feeling the situation turning against him, tries to change the subject, "Karl, listen to me! I just want to stop you because you've gone too far. Your power is dangerous, it can destroy many lives!"

    Karl chuckles coldly, "And you think your actions are better than what I'm doing? You're no different than me."

    Karl stares at Undead Platinum and gives the next command, "Teach him not to mess around again."

    Undead Platinum, soundlessly, steps forward towards John. Its steps heavy and intimidating, as if death is approaching.

    John tries to find a way out, but everything in the room feels trapped in a deadly mystical force. In his heart, he knows resistance is futile.

    With one swift motion, Undead Platinum raises its hand, ready to strike John. Just then, Karl smirks slyly, victorious over the person who had tried to belittle him. In an instant, the room is filled with fear, guilt, and overflowing anger.

    Karl looks at Chloe and Amber, "Bitch! You all Obscura think I'm bad? Why?" Karl glares, "When in reality, we're the same. We're uncommon."

    As Karl grins, Undead Platinum steps forward, its dark aura creeping around the room, making the air feel cold and heavy. John, Chloe, and Amber try to hold back their fear, but the presence of the creature clearly paralyzes them. The red-eyed gaze of Undead Platinum locks onto John, still reeling from the earlier attack.

    Karl points his finger forward, with a low but threatening voice. "Finish him."

    Undead Platinum steps forward, its voice resembling thunder, creating ripples of power on the floor with each thud of its feet. John, already weak, tries to defend himself, but Undead Platinum's steps are too fast and strong. In an instant, its hand swings towards John forcefully, sending him crashing into the wall, coughing up blood.

    Amber screams, "John!" She tries to move forward, fighting the fear gripping her. With courage, she raises the small knife she has, knowing it may not do much against a creature like this.

    Karl just laughs slyly, as if enjoying the power he just showed off. "Come on, Amber. You think that little knife can take down something that can't even die?"

    Amber keeps attacking, the knife in her hand speeding towards Karl. Karl dodges nimbly, but Amber manages to scratch his arm, leaving a thin but sharp wound. Karl looks annoyed, which only makes him angrier.

    Karl glances at Undead Platinum. "Get them all. I'm bored of this game."

    Undead Platinum raises its large shadowy hand, then slams it into the ground, creating a wave of dark power that pushes Chloe and Amber backward. Chloe tries to get up, enduring the pain in her body, while Amber staggers and trembles, her strength nearly gone.

    Chloe, with her remaining courage, looks directly at Karl. "Karl, you don't have to do this. We can resolve this without anyone getting hurt."

    Karl just laughs coldly. "Resolve? After you almost made me suck that middle-aged dude's dick!?"

    Chloe stands up, her eyes showing strong determination. "Karl, we may not be as strong as you. But we won't let you do this without a fight."

    Karl shrugs, then gestures to Undead Platinum. In an instant, the creature grabs Amber, who is already exhausted, gripping her with shadow claws. Chloe, witnessing this, rushes forward, trying to save Amber with her last strength.

    But Undead Platinum is too mighty. It throws Amber easily, making her fall to the ground, severely injured.

    Karl approaches them, his voice full of triumph. "This is a lesson for you all who dared to underestimate me."

    The physical strength of Homo Obscura is totally off the charts compared to humans, but their abilities are like, useless against Karl's badass Uncommon Guard squad!

    John got wrecked and was nabbed by Chloe and Amber. Poor Cindy was there, shaking in her boots, as a mere mortal she could do nothing but cry and pee her pants.

    Karl glances at Cindy, as she tries to show some guts amid her anger.

    "You bastard! You're just a creepy wizard! In social life, you're probably just a sad weeb who likes to jerk off to cartoons!"
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    Chapter 60

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Karl totally grossed out when he heard Cindy's scaredy-cat diss. He strutted over to Cindy, giving her the cold shoulder and oozing with intimidation. "Weeb, huh? Cute, Cindy. But at least you've sucked off this weeb's dick before hahahha..."

    Cindy shivered in fear, but still tried to show some backbone. "You think just 'cause you got that dark power, you can stomp all over people?"

    Karl chuckled under his breath, his eyes narrowing in mockery. "Of course."

    Chloe, mustering up her last bit of strength, stepped forward. "Karl, your power ain't gonna make you any better. Whatever your reasons, hurting others won't bring you true happiness."

    Karl just shook his head, dismissing Chloe's words as nonsense. He signaled Undead Platinum, who advanced forward, this time with even more intensity. The darkness aura he brought with him grew thicker, enveloping almost the entire room as the lights flickered and dimmed.

    "It's time for you to feel the consequences of blocking my way." Karl whispered softly, but filled with menace.

    Chloe yelled, "Run, Cindy! Let's get out of here!"

    Without a second thought, Cindy began running towards the door, but Undead Platinum quickly blocked her path, his large hands holding the exit door shut. Cindy stopped, staring at the terrifying creature with fear-filled, teary eyes.

    At that moment, Amber, badly injured, tried to rise, even though her body could barely move. With a faint but determined voice, she shouted, "Karl, you have no right to ruin other people's lives. You... you're just a coward hiding behind your power!"

    Karl paused momentarily, his gaze now fixed on Amber. Those words struck a nerve, and his face contorted in anger. "Coward, huh? Alright then, I'll show you just how wrong you are."

    Karl raised his hand, signaling Undead Platinum to end it all. The creature moved towards Amber, while Cindy and Chloe could only watch in fear. Chloe tried to move forward again, aware that her power would mean nothing against Karl and his dark entity.

    The bodies of John, Chloe, and Amber, which were once weak, slowly began pulsating with new energy. Their once deep wounds, spilling blood, now started to close slowly. As Homo Obscura, their regenerative abilities allowed their bodies to recover faster than an ordinary human. Their bruised skin normalized, cracked bones mended, and fresh energy started flowing within them.

    Karl was momentarily surprised to see the three of them standing back up, looking stronger than before. His smug smile began to fade, replaced by a suspicious glare in his eyes.

    "You think regeneration can make you win against me?" Karl still showed courage, but deep down, he began to falter, "Damn, these Homo Obscura are powerful as heck!?" he muttered.

    John wiped the blood from the corner of his lips and stared at Karl with a vengeful gaze. "You may have that dumb pet. But don't underestimate our regenerative abilities. We won't die easily."

    Chloe and Amber exchanged glances, communicating wordlessly. They knew this was their chance to fight back. Their bodies still felt sore, but the wounds no longer hindered them. They began moving towards Karl, planning their next move.

    Karl narrowed his eyes, then chuckled softly. "Well, at least you guys are making this more interesting."

    Amber, feeling more recovered, attacked Undead Platinum with her fists. Although she knew her punches might not do much against Undead Platinum, she directed her punches towards Karl.

    "We may not be as stronh as your undead skull sidekick, but we can easily take you out!"

    Karl just shrugged, showing no fear at all. "Do whatever you want. I won't hesitate to take you all down again."

    Chloe suddenly moved swiftly, utilizing her returning speed and strength. In a flash, she darted towards Karl and attempted to kick him in the gut with full force. Karl almost didn't react in time, but at the last minute, Undead Platinum moved and blocked Chloe's attack.

    Suddenly, John was already behind Karl, and with a powerful punch, he struck Karl's back, sending him staggering forward. Karl coughed, feeling immense pain, but his smile didn't fade. "Interesting... you truly deserve the coward title."

    Amber quickly seized the opportunity, attacking from the side with her fists. Although Karl managed to block her strikes, Amber kept delivering a series of attacks, making it difficult for Karl to defend himself.

    Karl, feeling cornered, finally called Undead Platinum back to his side. "Undead Platinum, finish them!" he ordered with a hint of panic in his voice.

    Undead Platinum immediately moved forward, ready to attack Chloe, John, and Amber all at once. However, with their regenerative powers still working in their bodies, the three of them moved faster, trying to avoid every strike. John leaped backward, while Chloe slid to the side, leaving Amber to confront the creature head-on.

    With their newly restored agility, Amber managed to dodge Undead Platinum's grasp, then leaped back and joined Chloe and John. The three of them exchanged signals, realizing that the only way to defeat Karl was by working together.

    Chloe stared at Karl with determination. "You won't get away this time, Karl. We know your power, but we also know your weakness."

    Karl snorted, "My weakness? You're seriously delusional!"

    But just as Karl prepared to attack, Chloe shifted her gaze towards John and Amber. With a quick gesture, the three of them began moving around Karl and Undead Platinum, surrounding them from three directions.

    Karl started to lose his balance, realizing that their regeneration and determination wouldn't make it easy for him to achieve victory. "Whatever you're planning, I won't lose!" Karl shouted in anger.

    However, John, who was already prepared, immediately charged forward, and together with Chloe and Amber, they delivered a combined attack, striking Undead Platinum with swift and powerful blows. Karl tried to command Undead Platinum to fight back, but with the relentless attacks from the three Homo Obscura, Undead Platinum began showing signs of weakening and struggled to protect Karl.

    Chloe, noticing the opening, took the opportunity to attack Karl with full force. "You're too reliant on that dumb skull, Karl."

    Karl was taken aback as Chloe managed to punch him in the stomach, causing him to stumble backward. In an instant, John and Amber joined in, delivering a final blow that knocked Karl to the ground.

    Gasping for breath, Karl's eyes filled with hatred. "Damn...!"

    John looked at him coldly. "Stupid human!"
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    Chapter 61

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Karl totally growling, wheezing on the ground with a face full of anger and pain. Blood was flowing from the corner of his lips, but his eyes were still shining with hatred. Feeling totally crushed and cornered, he knew the only way to survive was to bounce. With one last signal, he called Undead Platinum to help him out.

    "Undead Platinum, let's bounce from this joint!" Karl ordered with a raspy voice.

    The skeleton creature immediately lifted Karl on its back, zoomed through the remaining window, and dashed out of the building. The sound of shattering glass echoed behind them, leaving Chloe, John, and Amber panting and wounded.

    Karl felt the world spinning around him as Undead Platinum carried him through the narrow streets on the outskirts of town, running at an insane speed. He could only stay silent, trying to catch his breath and recover on the creature's back.

    After a while, Karl realized they had crossed the city limits. The smell of trees and the cool wind greeted his skin. He opened his eyes and realized they were far from his apartment—they were now in a forest on the edge of the state. Panic started to creep in. All his plans and arrogance now seemed fragile in the dark silence of the forest.

    Karl let out a low snort, trying to calm himself. But the shadows of defeat from Chloe, John, and Amber continued to haunt him. He felt boiling anger in his chest, mixed with fear and desperation that he couldn't shake off. Nevertheless, his mind was still trying to come up with a new plan. His usual strength that made him feel invincible now felt inadequate.

    "If they can recover so quickly... I need more power," he muttered softly. "I can't let them destroy my path."

    The silent forest now bore witness to Karl's gloomy determination. Staring sharply into the surrounding darkness, he vowed to himself: There will be revenge. It's not over yet.

    Karl sat on the ground for a moment, feeling the lingering pain and wounds. The quiet of the forest brought a strange peace, even though his head was filled with the recent defeat. Not wanting to linger longer, Karl finally decided to get up. With a tired body and the still-burning anger in his chest, he slowly walked towards the public streets on the edge of the forest.

    After a few minutes, Karl heard the sound of vehicles in the distance, a sign that he was getting closer to civilization. Relief started to seep into his heart. After all that happened, he realized that just relying on Undead Platinum wouldn't cut it. The creature was only strong in attacks but difficult to control when his enemies united and worked together.

    As he walked, Karl asked the system. He felt the need for answers: how to temporarily get rid of Undead Platinum. The creature was too conspicuous, and Karl knew its presence would make it difficult for him to move around the city without attracting attention.

    "System," Karl said in his mind, "how do I temporarily disable Undead Platinum?"

    The answer immediately appeared in his mind, like a calm voice speaking from within.

    [ To disable Undead Platinum, you just need to give a verbal command to disappear ]

    Karl stopped, thinking for a moment. "So, it's that easy? Just a verbal command?"

    [ Correct, Tell it to disappear, and the creature will enter a dormant mode until you call it back. ]

    Karl smiled slightly. Turns out, it's as simple as that. He turned to Undead Platinum standing not far from him, waiting for further instructions.

    "Undead Platinum, vanish," Karl commanded in a calm voice.

    In an instant, the creature faded, enveloped in black smoke until it disappeared completely. Karl breathed a sigh of relief, feeling a sense of calm without the presence of the giant figure next to him.

    Now, with a lighter and freer body, Karl continued his steps back into the city streets.

    Walking on the sidewalk, Karl muttered to himself, "Watch out! I'll smack those two Obscura chicks!"

    Karl realized something was off when he reached into his pants pocket. Empty. No wallet, no money—only clothes clinging to his body after the night's escape. The growing hunger that was starting to torment him felt more annoying, and the smell of food from the nearby stall only made his stomach emptier.

    Standing outside the stall, trying to think. He never used to worry about money or food, but this time was different. Without Undead Platinum to scare people, he had no power in this place. With an annoyed breath, he looked around, looking for another way.

    Then his eyes landed on a few people who seemed to be buying coffee from the side window of the stall. Some of them looked rushed, leaving the change on the table without taking it. Karl approached, making sure no one noticed.

    Skillfully, he took a few coins left on the table. It felt demeaning, but he knew there was no other choice. With the handful of coins in his hand, Karl approached the window and ordered a simple bread—just enough to fill his hungry stomach.

    When the bread finally arrived in his hands, he bit into it without much thought. Even though the bread was dry and plain, he felt the warmth of the much-needed food refreshing his mind.

    Chewing, Karl stood outside the stall, staring at the bustling streets. Today, he had to start over—with a new plan, new strength, and greater ambitions. No matter how much he had to endure insults, one thing was certain: he was still a horny motherfucker.

    As Karl stood outside the stall, biting into the last dry bread in his hand, a woman approached from the sidewalk. She looked ragged, with messy brown hair left untied. Her clothes were disheveled and dusty, but her face showed a strange determination, like someone who was used to living on the harsh streets. The woman glanced at Karl briefly before faintly smiling.

    "Hey, just saw you around here. You... seem to need help," she said in a friendly yet slightly sarcastic tone, observing how Karl was munching on bread so eagerly despite it being only dry.

    Karl eyed her suspiciously, gulping down the last bit of bread without speaking much. He wasn't used to strangers approaching him, especially someone who seemed to be living on the streets.

    "I don't need help from anyone," Karl replied curtly, wiping his mouth.

    The woman chuckled softly, ignoring Karl's curt response. "So arrogant, yet it's pretty obvious you're broke," she said. "I'm new around here too, and believe me... living on the streets isn't as easy as you think."

    Karl was about to reply rudely, but something in the woman's eyes held him back. He didn't see fear or helplessness in her eyes. Instead, there was a courage he couldn't quite explain—a courage of someone who survived on the outskirts of the city with her own strength. Maybe, Karl thought, this woman could be useful for a while.

    "If you know how to survive here, why not share a bit?" Karl finally responded, reluctantly forcing himself.

    The woman grinned widely. "I'm Layla. If you really want to learn how to survive, follow me. There are plenty of tricks you need to know, especially if you want to live without money in a place like this."

    "I'm Karl."

    Karl hesitated for a moment, but his hunger and limited situation finally made him nod. Layla led him through some narrow streets around the city, talking as she showed small tricks to get food or shelter without drawing attention from others. Along the way, he learned a lot from Layla—from how to ask for food without looking like a beggar to how to use leftovers on the streets.

    Karl didn't expect that living on the streets required special skills like this. Layla turned out to be smart and resourceful, teaching him ways he had never thought of before. Occasionally, Karl felt a strange attraction to this woman, although he knew his main goal was just to escape and save himself.

    Days passed quickly as Karl followed Layla around the city, learning survival tricks on the streets. Although he was reluctant at first, he started to enjoy their time together. Layla had a pleasant way of speaking, sharp humor, and seemed to make all the difficulties feel lighter. Karl almost forgot about all the problems and his ambition to hook up with milfs for a moment, enjoying a calm feeling he had never experienced.

    *****

    Night came, and the two of them decided to rest in a quiet city park. Layla told Karl to sit on a wooden bench facing a big screen on one side of the park. The screen usually displayed ads or local news, and people passing by seldom paid attention to it. This time, Karl and Layla sat in the park bench, chatting and enjoying the nighttime silence they rarely got.

    But their conversation halted when the big screen in front of them started showing unexpected news. On the screen, Karl's face appeared, captured on surveillance footage around his apartment building. The news showed a short clip of the "mysterious man suspected of having hypnotic abilities cannot be found on his apartment" with a few other people in the apartment area. The reporter presenting the news mentioned that the police were still investigating the incident due to the fomo influencer movements that started wanting attention from the Spermberggirl case.

    Karl felt his chest tighten, his gaze fixed on the screen. The reporter's voice seemed to fill the silent night, each word warning of the danger now looming over him.

    "Is... that you?" Layla asked, with a puzzled yet curious tone. Her gaze shifted from the screen to Karl, as if trying to piece together the new puzzle that had just emerged.
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    Chapter 62

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Karl totally silent, trying to hide his shock while trying to figure out what Layla might be thinking. He knew for sure it wasn't the right time to spill everything, but at the same time, he couldn't ignore Layla's sharp gaze.

    With bated breath, Karl finally shifted his gaze to the woman. "That... isn't what you think," he said briefly.

    Layla narrowed her eyes, clearly not easily convinced. But, after a moment, she nodded slowly. "Listen, I don't know who you really are, and honestly, I don't really care."

    Karl eyed her suspiciously. "You won't report me, will you?"

    "I have no reason to report you, I don't care about anything anymore," Layla sighed.

    Karl looked at Layla strangely, this time he wasn't horny, just curious why a young woman like Layla seemed so hopeless, with no desire and no hope, when out there, many were willing to sell their asshole to old men just to vacation in fancy places.

    The atmosphere was tense, but when a pretty influencer appeared on the news, Layla suddenly looked like someone who's pissed, "Tsk... scammer!" Layla clenched her fists.

    "Wh... what's wrong with you?" Karl frowned.

    "That woman!" Layla pointed at the screen, "That woman ruined my life, made me not accepted by my family, lost my friends, she defamed me for fame!" Layla explained.

    Karl fell silent, swallowing the shock he couldn't completely hide. Now, the story Layla told began to unfold more clearly, like puzzle pieces fitting together one by one. He realized how dark the accusations directed at him were, and no wonder Layla was so desperate and angry.

    "She... defamed you?" Karl asked softly, almost unbelieving.

    Layla nodded, her face stiff but with rage and pain held in her eyes. "She said I had an illicit relationship with my own uncle... and with a teacher in my school. You know, at that time I was still too young to understand how the world works, too innocent to grasp that there are people who would do such cruel things."

    Karl was stunned by Layla's story. The accusation not only destroyed one's reputation, but also shattered their future, tarnished their family, and allowed gossip to ruin Layla's life from within.

    Layla sighed, her voice sounded bitter. "After that, everything changed. People looked at me with disgust, my family didn't believe me, even the friends who had always been by my side distanced themselves as if I were a disease they had to avoid."

    Karl listened carefully, and inside him, he felt anger growing, not just towards the person who had ruined Layla's life, but also towards the system that easily believed lies without allowing the truth to speak.

    "How could someone be so heartless?" Karl asked disbelievingly, not realizing he was just as depraved for liking to bang other men's wives.

    Layla smiled sadly, a smile filled with bitterness. "She wanted popularity. And me, I was the perfect victim to be used as a stepping stone. At that time, she managed to get the public's attention and sympathy from everyone. Everyone saw her as a victim, while I was seen as a little bitch. Until finally, I felt like I didn't belong in this world."

    Karl fell silent, feeling something heavy in his chest. He knew the pain of being destroyed by lies, how dark the world can be when loved ones become the most dangerous.

    "You don't deserve to be treated like that, Layla," Karl finally said, his tone firm. "And I will help you prove the truth, no matter what it takes."

    Layla looked at Karl, shocked to hear the determination in the man's voice. For the first time in a long time, there was a glimmer of hope shining in her eyes. However, there was still a bit of doubt remaining.

    "Are you sure?" she asked, her voice trembling.

    "Of course, I can make her tell the truth!"

    "What? So you really can do hypnosis?" Layla asked.

    Karl was confused, "Uh.. I'm confused what to call it haha..."

    Layla checked her outdated phone, "Spermberggirl, right?"

    Layla just remembered the recent viral Spermberggirl case, "Karl, is that true? you're crazy Karl!"

    Karl looked down, "Y.. yes.. but.. I won't do that to you, don't worry." Karl was confused, afraid Layla would judge him.

    Layla smiled, stood up and grabbed both of Karl's shoulders, "Karl.. you don't need to make her tell the truth!" Layla shook Karl's body.

    "Huh? What do you mean?" Karl frowned while looking at Layla's face which seemed enthusiastic.

    "You can help me get revenge!" Layla smirked.

    Layla scared Karl.

    Karl fell silent, thinking about Layla's request filled with vengeance. He knew that using his power for such a purpose was not wise, but he didn't care, because he also used to bang other people's wives, and on the other hand, he couldn't deny that he also felt deep sympathy for Layla. Behind Layla's tough facade, he could see deep wounds and years of pent-up suffering.

    Finally, with a heavy heart, Karl nodded slowly. "Okay, I'll help you. But there's one condition."

    Layla immediately looked at him with hope. "What's the condition?"

    Karl looked at her seriously. "You must keep my ability a secret from anyone. No one should know what I can really do. If this leaks out, we could be in serious danger."

    Layla nodded quickly, without any hesitation. "Of course, Karl. I promise. No one will know about this. Your ability is safe with me."

    Karl breathed a sigh of relief. At least, with that promise, he felt more at ease to help Layla without worrying about the potentially serious consequences.

    "So, what now?" Karl continued, looking at Layla sharply, "What kind of revenge do you want?"

    Layla smiled faintly, but her eyes were full of conviction. "Fuck her, Karl, make the whole world see her filthy body, make the whole world see her ass hole, crush her dignity, if you can, fuck her mom too, make them all into whores." Layla laughed with a frightening gaze in her eyes.

    Karl swallowed spit and muttered, "Oh my, that's pretty crazy, but it's okay. Besides, I like sex."

    Karl nodded slowly. "Alright. If that's what you want!"

    Layla took a long breath, but a smile full of certainty remained on her face. "I'm ready, Karl. I've been waiting long enough for this."

    Karl looked at Layla with a mix of amazement and fear. For the first time, he saw a different side of the woman—a dark side full of pent-up rage. The expression on Layla's face was far from before; her eyes sharp and almost uncontrollable, like someone ready to do anything to achieve her goal.

    "Layla, are you... really sure this is what you want?" Karl asked cautiously. He knew that seeking revenge could bring temporary satisfaction, but there was a high price that might have to be paid.

    Layla nodded quickly, even without a second thought. "I'm tired of being a victim, Karl. She ruined my life, and now she has to feel what I felt."

    Karl sighed, trying to calm the atmosphere. "But if we rush into this, we'll only make this problem bigger. We need a solid plan—and maybe there's another way to reveal the truth without completely destroying her life."

    Layla chuckled softly, but her voice was cold and flat. "You don't need to be too nice to her, Karl. That woman never showed an ounce of mercy when she ruined my life. What I want now is to make her feel the same suffering, even more. I won't feel at peace if she only gets a slight reprimand."

    Karl looked at Layla with concern. He knew deep-seated revenge could change a person, and it seemed Layla was truly trapped in the hatred she felt. "If this is really what you want, I'll help you," Karl finally said. "But you have to follow my plan."

    Layla looked at Karl with an unpredictable gaze. She took a deep breath, then nodded slowly. "Alright, Karl. I'll follow your plan. But I want to make sure of one thing—she has to feel the same suffering I felt."

    Karl felt hesitant, but he nodded in agreement.

    Layla smiled faintly, and in her gaze, Karl could feel the deep wounds hidden behind the vengeance she had been holding onto for so long.

    They sat, "Karl, where are you from? why are you here?" Layla started to be curious about Karl's life, she had been on the road alone for a long time with no one to talk to and when people recognized her they would just insult Layla.

    "I.. I.. I was kidnapped and... it's hard to explain everything, but one thing is for sure someone knows that I'm the guy in the Spermberggirl video and wants to kill me." Karl explained briefly.

    "Oh really." Layla didn't want to make Karl uncomfortable, because Karl had become her way to launch revenge later.

    "By the way, where are we?" Karl asked.

    "Northrill City," Layla replied.

    Karl's eyes widened. "Northrill?"

    "Damn, Obscura shit took me too far." Karl muttered.

    He took a deep breath. "Alright, Layla. If that's the case, we're here and far from that filthy influencer's home. We have plenty of time to make a plan."

    Layla looked at Karl with a sharp, cold gaze. "I'll do whatever it takes, Karl. If you say it takes time, I'll wait. But don't forget... she has to feel what I felt."

    Karl looked deep into Layla's eyes, trying to see the human side behind her now entrapped in the darkness of vengeance. For a moment, he felt pity for this girl, for the fate that made her so tough. But he realized that revenge always feels good, as he were did that to Zoey.

    "Alright," Karl finally replied, a little reluctantly. "Let's start slowly, by thinking about how we can get to Unril City, where that filthy influencer lives!"

    Layla smiled faintly, although the smile didn't bring any warmth. "I know the train route to there, Karl," she said in a cold but satisfied tone.

    Footsteps approached them, a man's voice shouted at them.

    "YOO... BITCH! YOU GOT A BOYFRIEND NOW!?"
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    Chapter 63

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Karl and Layla were shooketh when a gang of rough-looking dudes approached them. They were rocking leather jackets with gang symbols that Layla recognized all too well. One of them, a tatted dude with messy blond hair, immediately recognized Layla and grinned victoriously.

    "Well, well, well, look who it is, Layla. It's been a week. You know the rules," the guy said, shooting Karl a sneering glance.

    Layla looked nervous, and Karl could sense the tension on her face. He could feel Layla's almost unbearable fear. For a moment, Layla seemed like she wanted to step back, but the dudes moved closer, forming a circle around them.

    "You got a new man, huh? Maybe he can cover your 'protection money' this time," one of them said mockingly, looking down at Karl with disdain.

    Layla tried to say something, but her voice caught in her throat. The tatted guy gave her a cold look. "Don't talk too much. You know what to do when you don't have the cash." He smirked. "Let's have a little 'private' chat."

    Before Layla could refuse, one of them grabbed her arm tightly, pulling her to follow them. Karl was pushed to walk alongside them, surrounded by the dudes who made sure they couldn't escape.

    "What the heck?" Karl muttered to himself, "What is this supposed to mean?" He didn't understand what was really going on.

    They were taken to a secluded corner behind an empty building, far from prying eyes. In that dimly lit place, the dudes stopped, and one of them pushed Layla harshly against the wall. Layla was shocked and turned her face away, fear evident in her eyes.

    "You know the rules, Layla. If you don't have the money, you pay in other ways," the tatted guy said, grinning smugly. His hand started moving towards Layla's shirt collar, intending to pull it. "Let's just settle it here this time. After all, you're used to it, right?"

    Layla closed her eyes, her body tense as the guy started pulling at her shirt. Witnessing it all, Karl clenched his fists. Anger and frustration welled up inside him, but he knew that fighting back outright wouldn't be easy.

    The dudes noticed Karl and laughed mockingly. "Take it easy, hero. This is just between us and Layla. You don't need to get involved, in fact, you should be happy because your chick here will save your life."

    But Karl couldn't hold back his anger anymore. With a calm but threatening voice, he said, "Let her go. Right now."

    The tatted guy laughed, approaching with a mocking look. "And you think you can stop us? Listen, these are the rules here. Layla knows that."

    Karl took a deep breath, then quickly glanced around, assessing the situation. He wouldn't attack directly, but he knew this problem could be solved instantly with Undead Platinum.

    "I'm gonna count to three," Karl said, his voice calm but firm. "And if you don't back off from Layla, I'll make sure you all regret it."

    The dudes glanced at each other, some looking hesitant. But the tatted guy still smirked condescendingly. "You're crazy, huh? You're just alone here."

    Karl stared at him sharply, without a hint of doubt. "One... two..."

    The seconds passed in tense silence until finally.

    "Hahaha..." They all laughed at Karl.

    The tatted guy taunted him, turning Layla's body to face the wall, without hesitation he unbuttoned Layla's worn-out jeans, her butt clearly visible.

    Slap...

    The tatted guy slapped Layla's butt and squeezed it, "You'll witness a live porn flick, hahaha..." He unzipped his pants and took out his dick, slowly moving it towards Layla's butt crack, mocking Karl who now became a cuck.

    Karl clenched his fists, his eyes sharp.

    "Undead Platinum."

    Undead Platinum emerged from behind Karl, tossing the guy who held Layla.

    Silence, the tatted guy was shocked as his pants fell beneath his feet.

    As the gang members began to retreat with fearful faces, Karl raised his hand, instructing Undead Platinum to intercept them.

    With lightning speed, the dark and shimmering figure appeared in front of the dudes trying to escape, blocking their way.

    Their faces turned panicked, and some of them fell to their knees, shaken by deep fear. The tatted guy who led them looked up with a pale face, his breath stuttering.

    "Y-You... Y-You're 'The Slayer'?" his voice trembled heavily, breaking the eerie silence. The whisper made the other gang members look at each other, clearly scared by the mention.

    Karl looked at them expressionless. "The Slayer?" he murmured softly, looking confused. But he wasn't interested in hearing any further explanations or pleas for mercy.

    The dudes began to beg. "Wait, we can explain—don't do this! We didn't know Layla was with you... we'll leave, we won't bother her again, please!"

    Karl scoffed softly, his eyes sharpening with determination. "You've crossed the line."

    Without a hint of hesitation, Karl gave the command with a single hand gesture. Undead Platinum stepped forward, his sharp gaze making every gang member quiver.

    Undead Platinum raised his giant hand and, one by one, executed them with unavoidable blows. The sound of bones cracking and short screams echoed, resonating in the quiet alley. In a matter of seconds, there was no sound left—only the lingering silence with their bodies scattered.

    Karl exhaled, calming his anger. He turned and walked towards Layla, who looked at him with a mix of shock and gratitude, Layla put on her pants again, covering her round butt that was almost touched by the dick.

    As Undead Platinum slowly faded away, after Karl told him to vanish.

    Karl looked at Layla firmly, reassuring her that she had nothing to fear anymore.

    "Karl... Are you 'The Slayer'?" Layla asked the same thing as the gangsters that Karl had just finished off with Undead Platinum.

    "I don't know what you're talking about, 'The Slayer'? Sounds like a movie title to me," Karl replied casually.

    "I-I'll explain, it's better if we leave this place first," said Layla.

    They left the messy place with the gangsters' bodies, Karl looked at those corpses, "I didn't expect I could kill for a woman."

    Karl walked with Layla, who kept holding his hand, from behind Karl looked at Layla's body, although it looked worn out, Layla's body still looked firm with her medium and solid butt.

    *****

    Layla took Karl to an isolated edge of the forest, they entered an empty house that looked messy. Layla took out a lighter and lit some candles there.

    Layla took Karl to a clean room, Karl frowned, "This place is so clean, why don't we sleep over here at first place? look comfortable here."

    Layla looked at Karl with mixed feelings. Her face looked firm, but there was doubt and nervousness inside her that she couldn't hide.

    "I... I was afraid that you would rape me, if I asked you to sleep here, Karl," Layla whispered, avoiding Karl's gaze. "That's why I thought it would be safer if we slept in the garden or outdoors."

    Karl nodded slowly, trying to understand her feelings. "I get it, Layla," he said, his voice low and calm.

    Layla took a deep breath, then approached slightly. "But... you saved me. And not only that. You also promised to help me... to get revenge."

    She looked up, staring at Karl with determined eyes. "I know this might seem trivial, but I want to give you a little... reward." Her face blushed slightly, and her hand hesitantly touched Karl's arm, a sign that she was starting to trust him.

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    Chapter 64

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Karl smiled softly, responding to that touch with a feeling of horniness, "What kind of reward is it, Layla?" Karl smirked, pretending to be innocent even though he knew he was about to get some pussy from that young homeless woman.

    Layla sighed, a strange feeling emerging in her chest, a feeling that should have surfaced during her teenage years, a feeling that could never arise due to the cruel influence of influencers.

    Slowly, she held Karl's hand tightly, letting the warmth between them speak more than just words.

    Layla pushed Karl's body down until he sat, "Karl, let me start with my mouth!"

    Layla squatted down, slowly helping Karl to take off his pants.

    Karl swallowed, "For the first time, I will feel a woman's mouth on me willingly, without any interference from the common sense hijack system." Karl thought.

    "Why haven't I received a new quest yet?" a random thought surfaced, but Karl chose to ignore it and enjoy the rare moment unfolding.

    Layla's hand slowly gripped Karl's cock, her lips landing on the head of Karl's cock, "This is the first time I'm doing this with my own will." Layla muttered, smiling at Karl.

    Their eyes locked, Karl held Layla's head.

    Layla gazed at Karl with warmth and trust in her eyes. She reached for Karl's hand, then slowly lifted it to her cheek, letting Karl's fingers gently rub her face. There was tenderness there that made Layla feel appreciated, and for the first time in a long time, she felt safe even with a hard dickright in front of her eyes.

    The atmosphere around them grew quieter, only the gentle sighs of the night wind entering through the window and the sound of Layla's mouth sucking the dickcould be heard.

    Layla still held Karl's hand, but this time her touch was softer, as if asking for more attention. She lifted her face, looking into Karl's eyes with intensity, as if searching for answers within them. There was tension between them, a tension that was not just physical, but more towards the deepening feelings slowly growing.

    Layla took Karl's dickout of her mouth.

    "Karl," Layla's voice sounded soft but meaningful. "I… I don't know what's happening to me after all this. All that has happened, all that I have been through. But with you… I feel something different."

    Karl gazed at her sharply, his heart beating faster. He knew this was not just an ordinary conversation, especially when his dickwas being stroked by a woman he just met today. There was something deeper between them, a connection that was not easy to explain.

    "What's different, Layla?" Karl replied hoarsely, melting away the tension.

    Layla sighed, her eyes looking at Karl with doubt and sincerity. "It feels like I'm trapped between fear and desire, Karl. I want to trust you, but I'm afraid of what might happen next."

    Karl leaned in slightly, tilting his head, trying to find out what was in Layla's heart. "You don't need to be afraid. I won't hurt you, Layla," Karl said gently, even though his heart was filled with the desire to fuck and slam his hips against Layla's tight butt.

    Layla fell silent for a moment, gazing at Karl with longing and confusion.

    Karl took a deep breath, looking at Layla with deep emotion. He felt a depth in Layla's gaze, a faint yet strong desire. He slowly reached out his hand, gently stroking Layla's hair, as if offering comfort that he hoped would dispel the doubt in her heart.

    "Layla…" Karl whispered, almost like a promise. "You look beautiful. Be mine, Layla, let me have your body!" Karl started feeling horny.

    Layla bit her lower lip, her body trembling from Karl's sincere and horny words. Without saying a word, Layla leaned her face closer to Karl's. Her hands tightly gripped Karl's cock, her two hands massaging and stroking Karl's dickwith a strange sincerity.

    They gazed at each other, their eyes filled with indescribable feelings. No more words were needed, just the closeness that enveloped them in silence. They knew, both of them were humans who could no longer live a normal life, they who felt ostracized by the world forged an uncommon bond.

    On that quiet night, there were only the two of them, immersed in strong and unspoken feelings, their lips kissing without coercion from any side.

    Karl stroked Layla's hair, letting his fingers run through her soft strands. There was warmth growing between them, as if all the wounds and sufferings they had experienced were slowly erased by this moment. He bent slightly, bringing his face closer to Layla's, their eyes meeting in a deep and meaningful gaze.

    "Karl…" Layla whispered, almost like in a dream, her hand tightly gripping Karl's hand on her cheek. Behind that tenderness, there was trust and gratitude that were hard to express in words. Without speaking, they both understood the feelings in each other's hearts.

    Karl smiled, his fingers gently stroking Layla's cheek. "You're not alone anymore, Layla. I'm here for you, and we will watch this world burn together."

    Layla nodded slowly, stroking Karl's dickwith her thumb. They continued to gaze at each other, letting the meaningful silence between them fill the room. In those moments, it was as if there were only the two of them, submerged in feelings that didn't need to be expressed, but felt mutually.

    Layla came back for another round of slurping and sucking on Karl's dick, this time dialing up the aggressiveness.

    And suddenly,

    BOOM!

    The fragile window glass shattered out of the blue, interrupting Karl and Layla's intimate moment. Layla reflexively puked Karl's dick out. The chilly night breeze barged in, causing the hanging candle flame in the corner to sway dangerously close to being extinguished. Layla, still stunned by the recent turn of events, jolted when the loud glass shatter sounded, followed by the howling wind shaking the room.

    Karl immediately sprung into action, his body ready to face the incoming threat, while tucking his spit-drenched dick back into his pants. His eyes fixed on the now empty window, framed only by shattered glass littering the floor.

    Out of nowhere, from the dark night outside, a shadow leaped in. The figure moved with quick and agile motions, seemingly unaffected by gravity. With its dominating presence, the room's air felt tense.

    The system sent a notification to Karl,

    ----

    [ DING ]

    [ Uncommon Creature Detected ]

    ----

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    Chapter 65

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    The shadow finally emerges into the dim light. Tall, slender, and elegant figure, exuding control and strength. She's a mysterious woman, beautiful yet dangerous. Her long, straight black hair dances with the wind, coming from the broken window. Her pale skin with a strange glow makes her look like she came from another world.

    In her right hand, she holds a katana—agile and sharp, shining brightly. A samurai weapon, in her hands, it be more like a deadly assassin's tool, able to strike with deadly speed and precision.

    Her dark blue eyes stare intensely at Karl, almost enchanting. Without a word, she stands there, evaluating the situation. The vibes she gives off are clear: she's not here to make friends.

    Karl steps back slowly, his instincts on alert. He knows she's no ordinary being; she's something beyond human, only appearing in dangerous missions given by the system.

    She raises her sword, pointing it directly at Karl's chest. Without averting her sharp gaze, she speaks in a low, echoing voice, "Blood trails led me here!"

    Layla grips Karl's arm tightly, fear and wariness on her face. She senses great danger from this woman, yet she doesn't intend to retreat.

    Karl clenches his jaw, his eyes sharp as he gazes back at the woman. "And who are you?" he asks, trying to hold back the tremble in his voice.

    The woman smiles faintly, a smile hinting at a hidden threat. "I'm not an ordinary human, but I don't care about that distinction. You can call me 'The Slayer' like the scumbags who i like to hunt!" she says, pressing her sword towards Karl as if challenging, "and my presence here is because of the blood trails on your shoes!"

    The system brings up its analysis to Karl immediately.

    [System Analysis]

    - Species: Homo Noctis

    - Status: High Potential Danger

    Description:

    Homo Noctis is an ancient species preceding Homo Obscura, originating from snowy and cold plains. They have different brainwaves than regular humans, allowing them to access physical abilities far beyond human limits. At night, their abilities enhance, making Homo Noctis very powerful and nearly invisible in the darkness. Their pale skin, large sharp eyes are well-adapted to survive in harsh dark conditions.

    Karl reads the analysis from the system, heart pounding. "Homo Noctis... these creatures are almost like the Obscura motherfuckers," he thinks.

    The Slayer looks at Karl with a cold smile, enjoying the fear spreading on his face. Without shifting her gaze from Karl, she swings her sword casually, making a sharp cutting sound. "I didn't expect to have to see your dick after following the blood trails! Young man," she says in a low tone. "You two don't seem dangerous, but the blood trails I tracked match those of a gangster group that met a gruesome end!"

    Karl takes a deep breath, calming his mind. He knows that facing this creature is not a wise choice, but surrender is not in his nature. Beside him, Layla looks tense, but she stands firm.

    "If you seek blood, The Slayer," Karl says with a deliberately calm voice, "you will get more than you bargained for."

    The Slayer chuckles, her voice eerie like a whisper. "You're so confident as an ordinary human. But blind self-confidence only leads to destruction." She moves her hand, and in an instant, Karl feels a huge energy emanating from her, like a storm ready to destroy anything in its path.

    "Hahah..." The Slayer laughs wickedly, "You guys are funny, I sense the feelings of love that emerged before fear, feelings of love based on shared fate. I didn't expect to witness a sex scene like in a novel."

    "Huh?" Karl furrows his brows, confused as the woman's detected Homo Noctis nature changes. "Wh... why? are you not going to kill us?"

    "Huh? Of course not, I'm just hunting criminals. And that's just for fun, I don't care about this world anymore, I've lived too long." The mysterious woman sheathes her foil sword.

    The tension in the room slowly dissipates, though the woman's mysterious aura still lingers. Karl looks at her, still wary but starting to feel curiosity. Layla also looks more relaxed, though she holds Karl's hand tightly.

    The Slayer takes a deep breath, seemingly enjoying the stuffy air and silence around her. She looks at Karl and Layla with a softer gaze, perhaps even... bored? "You're not the ones I'm after," she finally says. "And even though you tried to challenge me, I can see you're not a threat."

    Layla, who has been holding her breath, finally ventures a question. "Then... why were you following us? The blood trails you mentioned—you must know they're not from us."

    The Slayer smiles thinly. "Ah, good question." She shrugs, her face still indifferent but her eyes holding an odd glint. "Honestly, the trails I followed are mixed. Some lead to you, and some come from a series of events around here. However, you," she looks at Karl and Layla interchangeably. "are in the same place at a critical time that can't be ignored."

    Karl, now feeling relieved as the sense of threat decreases slightly, tries to extract information. "So, who are you really looking for? If we're not your target, what's really going on?"

    The woman just chuckles, then looks at the broken window behind them. "The human world is always the same... so much boring drama, so many people wanting to do evil for no clear reason. The ones I'm after are just cowards running from the responsibility of the blood they spill. Maybe one day you'll meet losers like them... and I'll wait to see what you do when that day comes."

    Layla looks increasingly confused, but her curiosity can't be contained. "You mentioned you've lived too long... what do you mean?"

    The Slayer looks at Layla for a moment, as if assessing whether the girl is worthy of hearing her answer. Then, in a much softer voice than before, she says, "Living too long is a curse no one desires, young woman. After thousands of years, everything you know changes, and in the end, you realize one thing—that nothing matters anymore." Her gaze wanders, far beyond the reach of anyone but herself.

    Silence prevails. Karl and Layla can feel the deep loneliness of the woman before them, a figure who appears strong and invincible yet harbors a profound weariness.

    "You guys can go back to cuddling! I'll watch from here!" she leans against the wall.

    "HUH?" Karl and Layla are taken aback.

    Karl and Layla look at each other, their faces reddening at The Slayer's sudden comment. The tension shifts into an awkward silence that feels almost absurd. Karl tries to compose himself, clearing his throat to speak, but words stumble in his mouth.

    "Sorry... what do you mean?" Karl finally asks with a slightly trembling voice.

    The Slayer looks at them with a mischievous smile, then chuckles softly. "Oh, come on. Don't pretend. Your energy trails are intertwined like fire with kindling, burning even though you're not aware." She waves her hand casually, as if the situation wasn't a big deal at all.

    Layla looks down, her face growing even redder. "We... we're not... ah, not like that," she mumbles, confused.

    The Slayer laughs again, this time more relaxed. "Relax. You humans always have complicated connections—love, hate, fear, admiration. They're like colors on a painting for me as Homo Noctis that really bored me. Occasionally, a little entertainment doesn't hurt."

    Karl, usually tough, can only manage a sheepish smile. But behind the awkwardness, he senses something unsettling. This woman, emitting an aura of strength, loneliness, and deep boredom in life, might understand human relationships far better than she lets on.

    The Slayer looks at Karl and Layla alternately, and this time her gaze seems deeper and more sincere. "You might think I'm just a passing alien, but don't assume I don't know what warmth and hope are like... even though it's all in the past for me."

    Layla, curious, dares to ask, "Did... did you ever feel like us? I mean... living with hope?"

    The Slayer hesitates for a moment. But finally, she answers in a soft voice rarely heard from her. "Yes... long ago. Very long before all this. I used to have hope, love, and people to protect. But time took everything away... until I was only left as a shadow."

    "Oh right, my name is Valencia!" The Slayer smiles, "Yes, at least that was my name a few hundred years ago, it's been a while since I introduced myself. Hahha..." her laughter sounding a bit forced.

    Karl and Layla look at each other, "I... I'm Karl and she is.. Layla," Karl replies awkwardly.

    BRAAAPPP...

    Suddenly, a man jumps in through the broken window by Valencia.

    Karl's eyes widen, "Obscura motherfucker!"

    Two woman hopped in, Chloe and Amber tagging along with John. The vibe got weirder, Homo Obscura and Homo Noctis stood tall with two average humans.

    Tension started boiling, Valencia pulling out her katana.

    "Who are they?" Valencia glanced over at Karl.

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦

  
  




  Chapter 66
  

  


  
    
    Chapter 66

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Karl was so bewildered, his body tense with anticipation. "They..." Karl trailed off, lost for words.

    John, the leader of the Homo Obscura group, smirked smugly. "Found yourself a new victim, Karl?" his gaze full of challenge.

    Just when the tension was high, a notification popped up that Karl hadn't heard in days.

    ---

    [ New Quest Available! ]

    [ Uncommon Deal ]

    > Description: Get Valencia on your side with a strange deal.

    - Reward: 1000 Hijack Points, 500 XP.

    ---

    Karl felt even more confused after that notification appeared.

    His mind was spinning, filled with various considerations. "Uncommon Deal"? The system always seemed to throw missions at the most inconvenient times. He glanced over at Valencia, who was now staring at John and his team with sharp eyes, her slim sword aimed with hidden threat. Forming an alliance with Valencia - a creature almost impossible to predict - was no easy task. But if the system deemed it valuable, there might be a strong reason behind it.

    Valencia furrowed her brow, her gaze sharp, able to identify them without explanation from Karl. "So, the Obscura dare to show their faces here, huh?" Her voice low but full of menace.

    John smirked smugly, completely unfazed by her attitude. "What's all this about? Defending that despicable human huh? Damn Noctis." He signaled to Chloe and Amber, who stood by his side brimming with confidence.

    Karl's mind raced, trying to find a way to navigate the situation without provoking further hostility from both sides. Beside him, Layla looked increasingly tense, her grip on Karl's hand tightening as she watched the three Obscura with growing concern.

    "Valencia," Karl began cautiously. "I know you don't care about human affairs... or about anything, maybe. But these Obscura"—he shot a sharp look at John—"they've been hunting me like an animal. You might not be their target now, but what happens when they see you just as another threat?"

    Valencia raised an eyebrow, seemingly intrigued by Karl's direction. "Go on, Karl."

    Feeling a bit of attention, Karl stepped forward, Layla staying guard behind him. "I'm not just a scared victim. And these Obscura"—he glared at John with concealed hatred—"they abducted me and disrupted my life purpose. Karl acted as though he had an important mission, even though he had only planned to make an adult video with someone else's wife in the past.

    John snorted, his eyes narrowed with mockery. "Don't waste your time on that despicable man! He'll say anything to save himself."

    Valencia shifted her gaze from Karl to John, then back to Karl, her expression becoming more stern. "I've lived by carefully choosing my entertainment. But..." She pointed her sword at John, its tip gleaming in the dim light. "Maybe now is the time I get a little reckless hehehe..."

    The tension escalated, and John's confident smile began to fade. Chloe and Amber exchanged glances, visibly disturbed by Valencia's change in demeanor.

    Karl saw an opportunity. "Valencia," he said with a soft but firm voice, "we both know this world... is boring. But there's more to it than just surviving. Join us, and maybe you'll find something out of your routine that's endlessly fascinating. A purpose, maybe my purpose will entertain you!"

    Valencia gazed deeply into his eyes, a mix of curiosity and a faint smile in her eyes. "A purpose? From a human?" She laughed, her tone sharp yet subtly showing interest. "Fine. Entertain me, Karl. But know this: if you fail to entertain me, I will disappear as fast as I came."

    John growled, stepping forward, his eyes gleaming with anger. "I won't let this foolish alliance persist." He attacked, his knife aimed directly at Karl's throat.

    But Valencia moved faster. In one smooth motion, she blocked John's attack, her sword hissing as she easily fended off the blow. "Tsk, Obscura," she hissed. "Have you forgotten your boundaries."

    Chloe and Amber moved closer to help John, but Karl and Layla immediately acted, protecting Valencia's back. The battle erupted, filling the dim room with the clang of metal, cries of pain, and desperate efforts to survive.

    Valencia fought like a storm, her moves graceful yet deadly. Karl found himself watching the rhythm, following Valencia's movements as she defended against the three Obscura. For the first time, he felt they truly had a chance.

    Amidst the chaos, the system's notification rang again.

    ---

    [ Quest Update ]

    > Valencia's interest in you has increased. Maintain her interest by showing courage and skill in combat.

    ---

    Karl felt his resolve burning, ready to face whatever came his way. With Valencia by his side and Layla protecting his back, he realized this might not be just an ordinary battle - it was a test, not only to survive but also to forge an alliance in the shadows of the night.

    ----

    In the midst of the battle, Chloe glanced at Karl and darted towards him.

    "Undead Platinum."

    Crank...

    Karl bit his lip, holding back the pain as one of Chloe's attacks almost hit his stomach. He twisted his body, evading the blow and quickly swung Undead Platinum. "Layla, you better step back!" Karl shouted, moving swiftly to avoid John's counterattack, now more aggressive.

    Layla, seeming more alert to the situation, nodded without saying a word. She seized every opportunity in the battle to retreat, allowing Karl to move freely with Undead Platinum. But what caught Karl's attention the most was how Valencia moved beside Undead Platinum, unfazed by the chaos around her, not even startled by the appearance of Undead Platinum. Her movements were so swift, as if every swing of her sword were programmed, leaving no opening to be caught or countered.

    "Impressive," thought Karl, his mouth slightly agape. He had never seen someone fight with such grace and precision. Valencia almost seemed to relish every battle, like a predator finding worthy prey.

    John, feeling cornered, tried to distract Valencia with quick attacks. He leaped forward, trying to stab at Valencia's chest. Yet, in an instant, Valencia raised her sword and blocked the attack with such a casual movement. "Keep attacking," Valencia jeered, her gaze mocking towards a tiring John.

    Karl took advantage of John's helplessness to make Undead Platinum more aggressive. He made Undead Platinum step to the left, dodging Amber's attack heading towards him, and quickly thrusting his sword towards Chloe's leg. Chloe fell to the ground, screaming in pain as Karl's sword nearly hit her knee joint.

    With that strike, the three Obscura began to back off slightly, trapped in a worse position. But even as they were cornered, John still looked determined. "You think you've won? This is just the beginning!" he roared in frustration.

    Valencia glanced at Karl, a small smile playing on her lips. "You know," she said as she stepped forward, "I'm not interested in easy battles. But maybe... I can let you live longer if you manage to entertain me."

    Karl felt a weight lifted off his shoulders. Praise from Valencia, even in the form of jest, brought an unexpected sense of relief. But he knew it wasn't the time to let his guard down. "We're not just victims for entertainment, bitch!" he responded confidently. "We have noble goals. We want to protect humanity from that despicable man, we want to make this world a little better."

    Valencia arched an eyebrow, intrigued by Karl's words. "Make the world better?" She chuckled lightly, pointing her sword towards the increasingly infuriated John. "I want to see how far this folly can go."

    But as the attacks intensified and the battle entered a more brutal phase, Karl felt something strange. The system once again gave a notification that took his breath away.

    ---

    [ Important Notice ]

    > Valencia is showing deep interest in your courage in battle. Your next decision will determine if she will truly join your side.

    Attention: Don't get caught up in emotions or confusion. Your decision in this battle will shape your future.

    ---

    Karl's heart raced. He knew, this was the moment to show more than just courage. It was a time to demonstrate his purpose, intentions, and carve an alliance that went beyond mere physical combat. If Valencia saw that potential, she might join them. But if he failed, all this struggle would be in vain.

    John, growing tired and frustrated, tried to attack again, this time more recklessly. Karl saw the opening. With a quick movement, he dodged and turned, targeting his attack at John's weak spot. But as Karl's sword was about to hit John's body, Valencia stepped forward, touching the tip of her sword to Karl's wrist, stopping his assault.

    "Are you really sure you want to end this now?" Valencia asked, her eyes locked with Karl's in a puzzle. "I want to know if you have more than just weird undead to entertain me."

    Karl took a deep breath, his eyes meeting Valencia's, and for the first time, he felt he truly understood what it took to achieve his goals. "Sure, Valencia," he said with a calmer voice, though trembling with anxiety. "It's about vengeance!"

    Valencia didn't answer immediately. Silence. Everything in the room, even their enemies, seemed to wait for the final decision.

    "Fine," Valencia finally said, a faint smile on her face. "I'll give you a chance. Prove to me that you're not just surviving and have a purpose that can alleviate my boredom!"

    With that, the battle continued, but now with a greater purpose. Karl knew that today's victory didn't necessarily mean the end of everything. But with Valencia now on their side, the possibility of changing the course of this battle had dramatically increased.

    As Karl began to focus on Undead Platinum and give commands, Amber quickly darted towards Karl.

    "I will kill your bitch!" Amber shouted.

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    Chapter 67

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Karl was shook when he saw Amber zoom past him, heading straight towards Layla who was behind him. His body tensed up, and his mind raced to find a way to stop this threat. Layla, who had stepped back to make room for Karl, didn't react in time as Amber swung her weapon brutally.

    "Layla!" Karl yelled, trying to leap towards them, but his body was too slow.

    But before Amber's attack could land, Valencia suddenly appeared like a passing shadow. With almost invisible movements, she halted Amber's attack with her sword, gracefully twisting her body and forcing Amber to take a few steps back.

    "Do you want to end the life of someone who doesn't even intend to fight you?" Valencia smiled thinly, her smile filled with threats. "That's just plain ridiculous."

    Amber glared at Valencia in anger, but her steps became more cautious. Karl felt relieved, but his awareness sharpened again.

    "Layla, get out of this area! Fast!" she urged.

    Layla nodded quickly, though she looked anxious. "Be careful, Karl," she said before running away, making sure she didn't become a target again.

    Karl watched as Valencia stood between him and Amber, blocking the enemy with confidence. "You're too careless, human," Valencia said without turning her head. "If you want to protect your women, at least make sure she don't become a burden in the middle of the fight."

    Karl nodded slowly, not responding to her words. He knew Valencia was right, but this wasn't the time for contemplation. Amber and John were still dangerous, and they seemed to be getting bolder.

    Karl looked at John, who stood panting, his body full of wounds, but his eyes still radiated intense hatred. Chloe, who was lying with severe injuries on her legs, tried to support herself with Amber's help, though it was clear they were losing their fighting spirit. Valencia stood casually, pointing her sword at John's neck, ready to end the fight at any moment.

    Karl controlled his breath, realizing they had the situation under control. "Obscura crap!" he said firmly yet menacingly, "you're not going to win. Not tonight."

    John grinned bitterly, realizing he was cornered. "Do you think this is over, you foolish human?" he shouted, his voice full of resentment. However, he couldn't deny the fact that Valencia and Karl, with Undead Platinum, had pushed him to the edge.

    "Amber! Chloe! Let's go!" John finally gave the order, his voice sounding forced. Amber immediately helped Chloe stand up, and they both moved back cautiously. John glared at Karl with hatred, then turned to Valencia. "This isn't over," he threatened before finally fleeing into the darkness with his henchmen.

    Karl remained silent, his body tense, ensuring they had truly left before lowering Undead Platinum. Layla approached hesitantly, her face still showing traces of fear. "Will... they come back?" she asked, her voice trembling.

    "Maybe," Karl answered while glancing at Valencia. "But next time, we'll be more prepared."

    Valencia sheathed her sword, a thin smile adorning her face. "They have time to catch their breath. That could be dangerous for later!" She looked deeply at Karl, as if assessing the man further. "I'm starting to get curious, Karl. What will you do to ensure they don't return to bring destruction?"

    Karl swallowed hard, trying to calm himself from the remaining adrenaline of the fight. "I'll figure it out later!"

    Valencia smiled even wider, her eyes gleaming with newfound interest. "Now that makes more sense. Seems like I chose the right side." She turned around, walking away as if everything was just mere entertainment for her. "Entertain me some more, Karl, and I might stay longer."

    The system notified again.

    [ Relationship development ]

    > Valencia is starting to find you intriguing.

    ---

    Karl breathed a sigh of relief, knowing that John's threat wasn't over yet. With Valencia on his side, he felt they had a better chance to fight whatever comes their way. But in his mind, one question still lingered: how long will Valencia be amused?

    "Alright, enough talk about them. I want you to come with me," Valencia said, taking the lead as if what had just happened was trivial.

    Karl and Layla exchanged glances briefly before following Valencia, who was already walking faster. They didn't know what to do, but right now, Valencia was the only one they could rely on.

    Valencia led them to a large campervan parked on the side of the road. The campervan looked much bigger than it seemed, with a design that appeared simple yet sturdy. The back door of the car opened swiftly as Valencia approached, indicating that she was very familiar with the vehicle.

    "You guys go in first," Valencia ordered nonchalantly. "I want you to see something."

    Karl stepped in cautiously, observing every corner of the vehicle designed for comfort but also for practical purposes. Layla followed from behind, still wary but starting to feel some relief creeping in.

    Once they were inside, Valencia closed the door quickly, and the vehicle's lock clicked with conviction. Inside, the atmosphere was larger and more complex than they had anticipated. There was a work table with several large computer screens, a whiteboard full of symbols and intricate notes, and in another corner, there was a shelf full of electronic devices they had never seen before.

    Karl was astounded, not knowing what to comment on. Valencia, standing in the middle of the room with a confident stance, looked at them with an almost annoyingly arrogant expression. "Comfortable place, huh?" she said sarcastically, as if they should feel honored to be there.

    Layla frowned, wondering what they were really facing. "What is all this? It's like a command center."

    Valencia chuckled, turning to the shelf to take out some devices that looked more advanced than anything they had seen. "You're too confident if you think this is just a shelter," Valencia replied with a dismissive tone. "I'm a hacker, not just your average ancient being. I've lived long enough to learn all sorts of things—including how to control the technology in this world."

    Karl stared at her sharply. "Hacker? You mean, this technology isn't just for survival, but to... control everything?" He felt like he was talking to someone completely different from what he had imagined before.

    Valencia raised an eyebrow, a mocking smile on her face. "You're just realizing it now? I've lived for a long time, much longer than you think, Karl. And during that time, I've learned many things—including how to make this world work according to my will. It's not just about survival; it's about mastering and entertaining oneself."

    She turned to the computer screen on the table, moving the cursor deftly. With a few taps, the screen displayed a network of information that was so complex and vast. "This is what I've learned over the years. The world is full of loopholes that can be exploited, and I know how to access them. With this, we can better prepare to face John and his group."

    Karl felt pressured, not only because of the threat they faced but also because of what he had just learned about Valencia. "You can access all this? So much information?"

    Valencia smiled triumphantly. "Of course. I've gathered information on almost everything. Events that have happened over centuries, hidden powers, and of course, your enemies—The Obscura. I know more about them than they think."

    She paused and looked at Karl sharply. "You have little time. We have to move fast. I can manipulate their data, cut off their communication, or even steal crucial information. Whatever you need, I can help—as long as you show that you're committed."

    Karl admired the screen with awe, though there was uneasiness in his heart. "What do you want, Valencia? This is too big for just assistance."

    Valencia stood arrogantly, her gaze filled with confidence that could be felt. "I don't need anything from you. You just need to know—I want a bigger game. If you want to survive, you have to be able to play with powers greater than just muscles and weapons. I want to see if you have the ability for that."

    Layla looked confused, but Karl, still trying to put his thoughts together, realized one thing—Valencia wasn't just an Uncommon Creature; she was a crazy genius who learned everything to entertain herself.

    Before Karl could voice his doubts, a notification appeared in the system again.

    [ Relationship development ]

    > Valencia is starting to see potential in you, but there is still doubt. Don't rely too much on her.

    ---

    With a slight smile, Valencia walked towards the door. "So, are you ready for the next step?" she asked, her voice challenging. "This is just the beginning, right?"

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    Chapter 68

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Karl and Layla just couldn't stop staring at Valencia. Valencia let out a sigh, seeing the two of them still clueless about their next move.

    ****

    Valencia casually lounged in her chair, with a face exuding confidence. Moving her fingers on the keyboard, she seemed to be planning something much bigger than what they were dealing with John and his crew. But Karl and Layla just sat there, waiting for Valencia to continue her explanation.

    After a while, Valencia stopped typing and looked at Karl with a sly smile. "Oh, Karl," she said, her voice suddenly sounding different—more alluring, sharper. "Of course, I've known who you are all along."

    Karl turned to her, narrowing his eyes. "What do you mean?"

    Valencia shrugged, her eyes sparkling with wisdom. "Don't try to fool me. I know you're the guy in the Spermberggirl video. I've seen it a few times. But honestly, I feel a bit late in telling you."

    Karl fell silent, unable to speak for a moment. His body felt rigid, and his face flushed with embarrassment. It was the video that had been making him anxious all this time. The video that exposed his dick to the whole online world.

    Valencia chuckled softly, enjoying the confusion on Karl's face. "Oh, don't worry. I'm not here to judge. Besides, everyone has their own pleasures, right?" Her tone was teasing, as if she wasn't too serious—but within that laughter was a sense of satisfaction that made Karl feel extremely uncomfortable. "I'm sorry if I disrupted a bit of your private pleasure, Karl. Maybe I ruined it by finding out everything too quickly."

    Karl felt his heart heavy, but he couldn't say anything. Valencia continued, teasingly. "Would you be mad if you knew that I was the first one that ruin your life?"

    Karl's whole body felt cold. "What do you mean?" he asked, his voice trembling.

    Valencia laughed, "I'm the person behind the Mr.X account!"

    Karl clenched his fists, angry but unable to do anything, Valencia wasn't a creature he could just take down with an Undead Platinum. Karl could only stay silent.

    "You're quite funny, Karl!" Valencia smiled wider, clearly enjoying this moment. "But what's funnier than you, is your life, Karl. Your video with someone else's wife has spread widely because of a reckless streamer who managed to infiltrate your apartment."

    Karl's eyes widened, his face paling. "Streamer?" he muttered, feeling his head spinning. "Wait, so my vid-."

    "Yes," Valencia answered, as if reading his mind. "An amateur hacker managed to breach the system in your apartment. It seems he saw the potential for content to showcase, then edited it in a very... artistic way, if you may. After that, your video spread just like that. It went so viral, you probably couldn't contain its consequences."

    Layla, who had been silent all along, now looked at Valencia with confusion and a bit of fear. "You... you knew all of this from the beginning?"

    Valencia just laughed, then shrugged casually. "Of course. Accessing data and spreading information is my expertise. Do you think I'm just a crazy woman called 'The Slayer'? No. I'm more than that. I know everything, even things you never imagined, Karl." She smirked, looking at the man with curiosity. "I have to admit, it's a bit... enjoyable, seeing you so stunned."

    Karl tried to stay calm, although feelings of shame and anger started creeping inside him. Everything he had tried to hide all this time—every sex he had done with someone else's wife, suddenly revealed in front of Valencia. And worse, news about him had now spread worldwide, thanks to the antics of an irresponsible hacker.

    "You should know, Karl," Valencia continued, her tone more serious now. "You're not just facing enemies in the real world. In the online world, there are many who can easily ruin everything. They can destroy your life without any physical involvement. And I—I can access it all. I've been changing the game for a long time."

    Karl gritted his teeth, trying to contain the anger starting to burn within him. "So, this is all just a game for you, huh?" he asked, his voice strained. "You don't even care about what happens to me?"

    Valencia looked at him unapologetically. "No one cares, Karl. This world is tough, and if you're not ready for it, you'll be crushed. I'm just giving you a little... lesson."

    She then turned to Layla, her eyes gleaming with curiosity. "So, Layla, do you really want to get more involved with this guy? Sure, he's attractive for you. But I don't think he's ready for all the consequences of his choices."

    Layla nodded slowly, looking worried. "We... we're just trying to seek revenge."

    "And the way to do that is what you both should think about," Valencia replied, her voice calmer. "If you can't control the power that exists in this world, both physical and digital, you'll just keep being victims and not able to seek revenge. even if successful, you will still be victims after!"

    Karl felt embarrassed and frustrated, but he couldn't blame Valencia. What she said was true. This world is getting tougher, and he's just one of many trapped in a bigger game. However, one thing's for sure—he won't give up so easily.

    With a little courage left, Karl looked at Valencia. "I may not be ready for all of this. But I will fight. For myself, and for Layla! I don't care if the whole world will hunt me down!"

    Valencia just smiled with a slight nod. "Good. That's what I want to hear."

    Inside Valencia's campervan filled with flickering monitor screens, it suddenly fell silent after a long discussion about Karl's past and the embarrassing incident that had spread widely. Valencia looked at Karl sharply, as if trying to read something deeper than just the embarrassment she had brought up earlier.

    "By the way," Valencia said, crossing her arms. "What revenge are you going to seek and against who?"

    Karl sighed and glanced at Layla.

    "Wow.. So, is this the damsel in distress's revenge you're fighting for, Karl?" Valencia chuckled slightly. "So, damsel, tell me how that revenge came to be. If the story is entertaining enough, maybe I'll fully support your journey!"

    Layla trembled, "Fine! I'll tell you everything!" Her eyes starting to show anger.

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    Chapter 69

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Layla took a deep breath, trying to calm herself down. Her eyes were teary, but there was a growing strength from within, pushing her to speak.

    "I," she started with a trembling voice, "never asked for this kind of life. Everyone at school sees me as trash, all because of one big lie spread by someone I thought was a friend."

    Karl and Valencia listened attentively. Valencia crossed her arms, her eyes sharp as usual, but this time there was a hint of hidden sympathy behind her smile.

    "When I was still in high school," Layla continued, "I was just a regular girl. I wasn't smart, wasn't outstanding, but I had dreams. I wanted to be a journalist. I liked writing, and I liked telling other people's stories. But all of that was destroyed because of one vile rumor."

    She paused for a moment, bowing her head, as if trying to gather strength to continue.

    "They said I slept with my teacher. And even my own uncle."

    Karl looked shocked, while Valencia just raised an eyebrow, seemingly trying to digest this information.

    "At first, I didn't believe the rumor would spread. I didn't even know where it came from. But before I knew it, the whole school was talking about it. They said I spent time in the teacher's room not to study, but for... other things. And my uncle? Just because he often picked me up from school, they assumed I had an illicit relationship with him."

    Layla laughed bitterly, her eyes starting to turn red. "None of it was true! But who would believe me? My teacher even got fired because of those accusations, and my uncle... my uncle committed suicide because he couldn't handle the stress of being falsely accused, he was a good man, he just loved me as his family. Our family was torn apart. My parents were ashamed, they even kicked me out of the house because they thought I really did it."

    Karl clenched his fists, trying to contain the anger building up in him. "Who spread that rumor?" he asked quietly.

    Layla looked at him, tears starting to flow down her cheeks. "My own friend. Or, at least I thought she was my friend. Her name is Zoey. She was jealous of me, said I always got the attention she wanted. She wanted to destroy me, and she did. By spreading that lie, she took everything from me."

    Karl was suddenly stunned. "Zoey?" he asked, his voice full of disbelief.

    Layla looked at Karl in surprise. "You know her?"

    Karl nodded slowly, anger starting to spark in his eyes. "So.. So you're the one Zoey falsely accused?"

    Layla frowned, and Karl quickly explained. "I, with my past abilities, made a woman named Zoey reveal three of her darkest secrets, and one of them was falsely accusing her friend of having an illicit relationship."

    Layla was just silent, shocked by the coincidence.

    Valencia smiled thinly, but the smile was meaningful. "And I'm sure Zoey didn't do it alone, right? No way a teenage could dare to spread such rumors alone."

    Layla nodded slowly. "Yes, she's with an influencer named Angeline, she's my classmate's elder sister, she started talking about it on her social media and got attention."

    "Wait," Karl frowned. "Why is Zoey working at the Convenience Store? Why isn't she also becoming an influencer?" Karl was puzzled.

    Layla took a deep breath before answering, her voice almost a whisper. "Zoey... she did try to be an influencer like Angeline once. But something happened. Angeline also brought her down."

    Karl and Valencia exchanged looks, their expressions full of questions. "You mean Angeline attacked Zoey? Even though they were working together?" Valencia asked, her eyes narrowing suspiciously.

    Layla nodded. "It can't be said attacked, but after the rumor about me exploded, Angeline used the situation to build her popularity. She created dramatic content, pretending to be a victim 'revealing' the dark side of teenage life. It all caught a lot of attention. But after she got the spotlight, she didn't need Zoey anymore. In fact, she unfollowed Zoey's social media account. She just discarded Zoey just like that."

    Karl sighed heavily, trying to digest all that information. "So Angeline used Zoey, then discarded her just like that?"

    "More than that," said Layla, her tone full of pain. "Angeline erased Zoey from social media completely. She made Zoey lose everything she wanted. Maybe that's why Zoey finally ended up working in a convenience store, far away from all the spotlight."

    Valencia leaned back in her chair, her eyebrows raised. "This is starting to sound like a much more complex manipulation chain. Angeline is clearly not just an ordinary influencer. She knows how to manipulate people for her own benefit."

    Karl nodded in agreement. "And if she could destroy Zoey, maybe we're also playing with fire right now."

    Layla looked hesitant for a moment before speaking. "I... I don't know if this is important, but Zoey once told me that Angeline has a 'big supporter.' Someone behind the scenes helping her create stories, build the reputation, and... destroy others."

    Valencia smiled thinly, her eyes shining with intrigue. "Big supporter, huh? Maybe it's time for us to dig deeper into Angeline and who's behind her success."

    Karl clenched his fists, determination in his eyes. "And I know who can give us answers - Zoey."

    Layla looked surprised. "Zoey? But she won't want to talk to me... or you."

    "She doesn't have a choice," Karl said firmly. "Besides, before I was kidnapped, Zoey was in my grasp, she even sucked my dick before!" Karl said confidently.

    Layla and Valencia were shocked.

    Valencia suddenly chuckled, although there was a hint of sardonic in her voice. "Okay, Karl. That's an... interesting detail." She folded her hands across her chest, looking at Karl with a mocking expression. "But how exactly is that relevant to this situation?"

    Karl just shrugged, his face serious. "Relevant or not, the point is I know Zoey. I know her weaknesses. If she won't talk, I can make her talk. We don't have time for emotional games right now."

    Layla looked at Karl with a mix of shock, confusion, and slight disgust. "That... that's not right, Karl. She may be wrong, but she's also a victim. If we want her to help us, we have to approach her differently, she's not evil, she's just stupid, her mind is easily influenced by others since forever."

    "So what do you suggest I do?" Karl stared at Layla sharply. "Apologize for all this mess? Sweet talk? People like Zoey only understand the language of pressure."

    Valencia waved her hand, trying to stop the debate. "Enough, you two. We don't know what's really going on with Zoey now. If she's also a victim of Angeline's manipulation, she could be a strong ally. But if not, we'll know when we meet her."

    Layla nodded, trying to calm herself. "I can try talking to her. I know it's hard, but maybe she still feels guilty about what she did to me."

    Karl snorted, but finally gave in. "Fine, let's do it your way first. But if it fails..." He let his sentence hang, hinting that he would use a tougher approach, like shoving his dick into Zoey's face again.

    As the atmosphere began to quiet down, Valencia looked at the monitor. Her face lit up, "Karl.. Your life is about to get even more complicated, look at this!" demanded Valencia.

    Karl stood behind Valencia's chair and looked at the computer monitor, his eyes widening. A familiar face to him appeared in a video.

    "Mom?"
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    Chapter 70

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Karl was shook, his eyes glued to the monitor screen. The panicked and fearful faces of his family filled the screen, their voices trembling yet full of hope.

    "Karl, if you're seeing this... please, stop. Surrender yourself. Whatever happens, we'll find a way to fix it together," his mom's voice sounded hoarse, almost teary.

    "Your dad is sick because of all this. Your sister can't stop crying," his mom continued. "You're not alone, Karl. Please, come back."

    Karl stood still, his jaw clenched as the video kept playing. His mom's voice pierced his heart like a sharp knife, but his expression remained icy. Valencia and Layla watched attentively, unsure how to respond to such a personal yet terrifying moment.

    "Dad is sick," Karl murmured softly to himself. His hands clenched at his sides, his books turned white.

    Layla cautiously approached, touching Karl's arm. "This must be the work of some daring influencers!"

    As Layla said that, the camera that previously focused on Karl's family now recorded the entire people in the room, clearly showing Angeline there.

    Layla also got emotional after seeing Angeline.

    Layla clenched her fists, her emotions peaked as she saw Angeline's face on the screen. "She's really crossing the line!" her voice trembled. "Using your family like this to control you? She's even crueler than I ever imagined."

    Karl stared at the screen coldly, although there was a hint of emotion in his eyes. "She knows how to hit my weakest point," he muttered. "But I won't let her win."

    Valencia leaned back in her chair, her eyes sharp studying the details of the video. "She's playing a very dangerous game. But it also gives us an advantage," she said with a mysterious tone.

    Valencia laughed, "Hahahha.... This is more entertaining than I expected, I'll watch your life drama. I'll help you guys."

    Karl and Layla felt relieved but there was something bothering Karl. Why didn't the Common Sense Hijack System give a notification that the quest was completed?

    Karl, Layla, and Valencia stood in the room now filled with tension. The video of Karl's family they had just watched left difficult-to-erase emotional imprints, especially on Karl. However, Valencia seemed more relaxed than before, watching the chaos around them with a thin smile.

    "I have a condition you must fulfill if you want my full help," Valencia suddenly said, breaking the silence. Her voice low but firm, catching Karl and Layla's attention. She leaned on the table, folding her hands confidently.

    Karl looked at her sharply. "What do you mean?"

    Valencia raised an eyebrow. "I did say I'd help you, but it's not free!"

    Layla rolled her eyes, her face filled with frustration. "Not free? This is not the time to play games, Valencia. We're talking about Karl's family and their lives."

    "Exactly," Valencia retorted with a cunning tone. "And that's why you need my help. Trust me, without me, you won't be able to face people like Angeline - and especially the big supporters behind her."

    Karl sighed, trying to calm his rising emotions. "What do you want, Valencia? Just say it."

    Valencia approached, standing just a few steps away from them. She extended her hand, her slender fingers and sharp nails gleaming under the light. "I want you to make an oath. A blood oath, to prove that you will keep your promise to me - whatever it may be."

    Layla was taken aback, her eyebrows furrowed. "Blood oath? Are you kidding?"

    Valencia smiled coldly, her eyes sparkled with disturbing joy. "Oh, I'm dead serious. Drinking my blood is a way to bind us. After you do it, I will tell you everything I know, and I will help you until the end. But if you break this agreement..." Valencia stopped, letting the implied threat hang in the air.

    Karl shook his head slowly, clearly disturbed by the idea. "This makes no sense. Why should we do this? What's the point?"

    Valencia brought her face close to Karl's, her voice becoming a mysterious whisper. "Karl, you know I'm different. This isn't just an empty ritual. If you drink my blood, our bond will transcend mere words. I'll know if you lie, betray, or even try to manipulate me. And I'll ensure a fitting punishment for any violation."

    Layla looked at Karl, seeking an answer. "This is insane. We don't know what she really wants from this."

    Karl took a deep breath, then finally looked at Valencia coldly. "Fine. If this is what you want, let's do it. But remember, if you betray us after this, no blood will save you."

    Valencia smiled satisfactorily, like a predator who had just caught its prey. "Perfect. Now, let's begin."

    She took a small knife from her jacket pocket, cutting her palm quickly. Fresh blood flowed from her wound, and she ordered them with a low and enticing voice, "Drink, and be my allies."

    Layla looked hesitant, but Karl nodded, taking Valencia's hand. He looked at her for a moment, then bowed his head and touched the blood with his lips, taking a sip. Layla followed suit, although her face showed deep disgust at what she had just done.

    Layla suddenly collapsed and groaned, feeling a sudden burst of searing heat inside.

    Karl felt the same, accompanied by a system notification.

    -----

    [ DING ]

    [ Quest Completed ]

    - Reward: 1000 Hijack Points, 500 XP.

    ----

    [ Congratulations! Host reached level 6 ]

    ---

    Karl tried to read the details, but the pain coursing through his body made his vision blurry. He fell to his knees, breathing heavily, trying to understand what had just happened. Meanwhile, Layla lay on the floor, writhing, with muffled groans escaping her mouth.

    Valencia stood leisurely, looking at both of them with a victorious gaze. "Oh, I forgot to mention the side effects," she said casually, as if talking about something trivial.

    Karl glared at her sharply, although his face still held a hint of pain. "What... have you done to us?"

    Valencia smirked faintly. "You've just drunk the blood of Homo Noctis. Regular humans would get 'something' just by drinking my blood, and I want to know what you'll get! And now your bodies are processing the emergence of 'something'!"

    Layla gritted her teeth, managing to sit up with difficulty. Her eyes blazed with anger as she looked at Valencia. "What do you mean? Are you trying to kill us with this?"

    Valencia chuckled, folding her hands. "Of course not. I need you alive. This just ensures you're worthy enough for what we'll face ahead. This ritual also binds me to you. Now, not only will I be able to sense your intentions if you ever betray, you'll also be able to sense mine if I have the intention to betray. It's quite fascinating, isn't it?"

    Karl finally stood up unsteadily. The pain in his body began to subside, replaced by a strange yet powerful new energy. His system lit up with an additional notification:

    ---

    [ Uncommon Skill Unlocked ]
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    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Layla  totally hit the floor, her body shaking like crazy. She felt this hot wave burning deep inside, spreading all over her body like an unstoppable fire. She gritted her teeth, trying to hold back the pain shaking her to the core. But yo, that pain slowly turned into this next-level power she never felt before.

    "What in the world is this...?" Layla muttered, her voice trembling. She slowly got up, her hands clenched with this new strength making her muscles feel more solid and strong. When she reflexively punched the wall next to her, the whole dang car vibrated.

    Valencia smirked satisfactorily, watching Layla like a scientist observing her successful experiment. "That's the gift of my blood. Your body has absorbed its power, giving you physical abilities far beyond regular humans."

    Layla glared at Valencia. "What did you do to me?! I didn't ask for this!"

    Valencia shrugged casually. "You chose to drink my blood. This is the consequence. Don't worry, it only gives you an edge you'll need later on."

    On the flip side, Karl experienced something different. His body felt hot like Layla's, but this feeling centered in his mind, crushing like some energy wave trying to burst out. Unconsciously, he reached out his hand, and a glass on the table slowly levitated in the air before falling back down.

    Karl looked at it in bewilderment, then glanced at his hand and read the notification from the system.

    [ DING ]

    ---

    [ Uncommon Skill Unlocked ]

    Name: Telekinetic Resonance

    Description: Host can move and manipulate objects with the power of their mind. Initial range: 10 meters, weight limit: 50kg. Practice required for precision.

    ---

    Karl looked at the virtual screen in front of him that only he could see, realizing that something within him had changed again.

    "I... can move objects," he muttered. He reached out his hand again, trying to focus, and this time a chair shifted a few meters from its original position.

    Layla, unaware of the system within Karl, just stared at him in astonishment. "You can... move objects with your mind?"

    Karl nodded slowly, then turned to Valencia with a sharp gaze. "You knew this was going to happen, didn't you?"

    Valencia chuckled, her eyes sparkling with excitement. "Of course. It's part of my blood. Your body is more compatible with the mental aspect than the physical, unlike Layla. You're getting telekinesis, while she gets extraordinary physical strength. You both become the perfect weapons."

    Layla exhaled heavily, trying to digest the immense changes happening within her. Karl, though calmer, still looked puzzled by his new power. Valencia looked at both of them with pride, as if she was a coach who just found talented students.

    "You need to learn to control these new powers," Valencia finally said, stepping forward confidently. "And the best way to do it is by testing them out in the open. Come with me."

    Layla raised an eyebrow. "Where to? You're not thinking we'll go out and play superhero, right?"

    Valencia smirked. "No, not like that. But you need to understand your limits. The world out there won't wait until you're ready. If you want to survive—and win—training must start now."

    Karl and Layla exchanged glances. Despite their doubts, they knew what Valencia said was true. They had to master these powers before the powers mastered them.

    ---

    In the Open Field

    Valencia led them to a vast field on the edge of the forest, far from the city bustle. The air around them was crisp, but tension hung between the three of them.

    "Alright," Valencia said, standing in the middle of the field. "Let's start with something simple. Layla, use your power to destroy that big rock over there." She pointed to a large rock near a tree.

    Layla hesitated, then turned to Valencia. "What if I can't control it? What if I destroy something more than that?"

    "That's why we're here," Valencia replied calmly. "If you don't try, you won't know your limits."

    Reluctantly, Layla stepped forward. She clenched her fists, gathering courage. She felt that power pulsing within her body, ready to be unleashed. With a shout, she slammed the rock with all her might. The rock exploded into pieces, dust and debris flying everywhere.

    Layla stood there, stunned, staring at her still-clenched hand. "I... I can actually do it," she mumbled.

    Valencia clapped slowly. "Good. Now you know your real power. But that's just the beginning. You have to learn to control it more precisely."

    Karl stepped forward, his face serious. "And me?"

    Valencia raised an eyebrow. "You? Try to lift that tree." She pointed to a small tree near them.

    Karl nodded, taking a deep breath. He reached out his hand, trying to sense the energy he used before. The tree started to tremble, its roots shifting, then slowly the tree lifted a few centimeters off the ground.

    However, Karl soon ran out of energy, and the tree fell back down. "This... is harder than I thought," he said, out of breath.

    "Of course," Valencia replied, her eyes narrowing sharply. "Mental power requires focus and calmness. The stronger your emotions, the greater your potential for failure. That's your first lesson."

    Layla approached, looking at Karl. "I don't know how you did it, but that was amazing."

    "Not amazing enough yet," Karl muttered, looking at the tree again with newfound determination. "But I'll keep trying."

    ---

    Valencia watched them with a look of confidence. "This training is just the beginning. Out there, the world doesn't care if you're ready or not. Your new powers are enough to fight against Homo Obscura."

    Layla and Karl looked at each other again, this time with a different kind of determination. They knew there was no turning back. With these new powers, they stepped into a more dangerous world, and the only choice was to move forward and become more ruthless, even though their original goal was just to make a sex tape to ruin Angeline's life.

    Valencia led them back to the Campervan.

    ****

    At the Campervan

    That night, they returned to the campervan, now their small headquarters. The night air felt chilly, contrasting with the warmth inside the campervan. Layla sat in the back seat, still trying to comprehend her newfound power, while Karl busied himself cleaning the rock debris off his jacket. Valencia stood near the door, looking at them with a sharp gaze.

    "You both have developed quickly," she said, taking a glass of red wine from the small table in the campervan. "But there's one thing we need to discuss before this night ends."

    Layla raised an eyebrow. "What now? Isn't training enough for today?"

    Valencia rolled her eyes. "This isn't about training. It's about... comfort." Her eyes shifted to Karl, who immediately felt uncomfortable with the way Valencia was looking at him.

    "What do you mean?" Karl asked, wary.
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    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Valencia placed her glass down and leaned on the table, her smile turning sly. "Karl, mental powers like telekinesis are often influenced by emotions. And... let's be honest here, you're a guy who's easily... excited. I'm not taking the risk of having you make everything in this campervan float when you're too... enthusiastic."

    Karl gaped. "What do you mean by excited? I won't... I mean, I can control myself!"

    Layla suppressed a laugh, though she tried to hide it by pretending to tie her hair.

    Valencia approached Karl, patting his shoulder with a mischievous smile. "Oh, I don't doubt that. But the fact that we all know you have 'focus issues' makes me think you'd better sleep outside tonight."

    Karl sighed deeply, his eyes glancing at Layla, who was now laughing hysterically. "You're really enjoying this, aren't you?" he said, annoyed.

    Layla shrugged. "Just entertained. Don't be so sensitive, Karl!"

    Karl snorted, grabbing a blanket from the chair and reluctantly walking to the door. Before stepping outside, he glanced at Valencia. "If I get attacked by Homo Obscura or wolves, it's on you."

    Valencia smiled triumphantly. "You'll be fine. If not, at least we won't have to deal with uncontrollable telekinetic issues."

    ---

    Outside the Campervan

    Karl set up a makeshift bed under a tree, not far from the campervan. The cold night air pierced his skin even though he wrapped himself in a blanket. He looked up at the star-filled sky, trying to calm his mind.

    "I can control this," he muttered to himself. "I'm not just some perv. I'm a telekinetic... a great one, I can now control more than just common sense!"

    Suddenly, he heard footsteps from the direction of the campervan. He turned, thinking Valencia would tease him again, but it was Layla.

    "What are you doing here?" Karl asked.

    Layla brought a small thermos and tossed it to Karl. "Hot coffee. I don't want you to freeze to death and have us drag your corpse back to town."

    Karl opened the thermos and smiled faintly. "Thanks. I thought you'd leave me to freeze out here."

    Layla sat on a log not far from him. "I'm not that cruel..."

    They both chuckled, though the awkwardness still lingered between them.

    "Layla," Karl finally said, breaking the silence. "Do you really think we can take on Angeline this way? I mean, these powers... is it enough to make that sex tape succeed?"

    Layla looked up at the sky seriously. "I don't know. But I know one thing: these new powers give us a better chance to fight back. And as long as we have a chance, I'll keep pushing forward."

    Karl nodded slowly, feeling slightly more at ease. "Me too. At least I have a reason to keep fighting... even if I have to sleep outside."

    Layla smiled faintly, then stood up. "Remember, we're still far from your revenge. Try to sleep and don't let your mind wander too far, and... of course, don't jerk off with your new powers, Karl! HAHAHA."

    Karl looked at her irritably. "That's not helpful."

    Layla just giggled, then walked back to the campervan, leaving Karl with the thermos of coffee and slightly calmer thoughts.

    "This is starting to feel weirder, my life changing too fast." Karl looked up at the sky, he sighed. Suddenly, he grinned, "Ehehehe..." he smirked, "Can I fly and screw at the same time? Can I touch a vagina with telekinesis? If i can do that, i could easily playing someone's wife's vagina hahahaha..."

    Layla stopped in front of the campervan door when she heard Karl's little chuckle. She like, slowly turned around, her eyebrows raised with a mix of curiosity and suspicion. "I heard that, Karl. Don't tell me you're like, starting to think of weird stuff again."

    Karl instantly like, choked, trying to hide his blushing face. "What? No! I'm just... thinking about... uh, my telekinetic powers! Well, you know, serious stuff. Science and all that jazz."

    Layla narrowed her eyes, like, staring at Karl with a skeptical look. "Science? Seriously? I'm sure that 'great scientists' under the stars are thinking about something far from scientific."

    Karl stumbled, like, looking for excuses. "Hey, I'm just trying to like, understand the limits of my powers, okay? Isn't that part of your mission too? Getting stronger?"

    Layla just giggled and opened the campervan door. "Well, sure, Karl. I'm sure it's for 'science.' Don't work too hard with your experiments out there, okay."

    After the campervan door closed, Karl let out a long sigh, feeling relieved but a bit embarrassed. Nonetheless, his smile slowly returned as he gazed at his own hands. Telekinesis. This newfound power felt like a double-edged sword, but Karl's imagination knew no bounds.

    "Just imagine," he muttered with a sly grin. "Endless possibilities..."

    As the night grew late, Karl just stared at the sky with boredom until he remembered he hadn't checked his window status in a while.

    Karl sat down, and the system like, immediately responded to Karl's desires.

    ---

    [ Common Sense Hijack System ]

    [ Name ]: Karl Min - Pervert Man

    [ Level ]: 6

    [ Title ]: Novice Hijacker

    [ XP ]: 490/700

    [ HP (Hijack Points)]: 1260

    -----

    Karl like, checked the status screen in front of him with a blank expression. "Pervert Man?" he muttered quietly, almost unable to believe it. "What's this about? Why am I becoming 'Pervert Man'? It should be 'Mind Master' or 'Psychic Lord'! This is an insult!"

    He like, scrolled down the screen, looking for an option to change his title. None. His frustration heightened as he read the description of his new skill.

    ---

    New Skill:

    - Telekinetic Resonance

    Description: Host can move and manipulate objects with the power of their mind. Initial range: 10 meters, weight limit: 50kg. Practice required for precision.

    - SpankSome

    Description: Hijacks Common Sense on selected targets.

    ---

    Karl like, rubbed his face with both hands. "I just realized why my skills sound like a site for watching adult videos..."

    A notification suddenly appeared again, startling Karl.

    ---

    Update: New Quest Added!

    [ Redemption of Pervert Man! ]

    Description: Prove that you're more than just a pervy guy who only wants to fuck every woman, avoid dirty thoughts and the desire to bang Layla and Valencia for 48 hours.

    Reward: New Title, 300 XP.

    ---

    Karl let out a long sigh. "Of course... even this system wants me to feel like a perv who thinks with his dick." He decided to like, calm his mind by sitting cross-legged.

    But as soon as he closed his eyes, a loud knock was heard from the direction of the campervan. Valencia emerged with an annoyed expression, wearing a thick jacket. "Karl, what are you making a fuss about out there? I heard you talking to yourself. Are you like, practicing Telekinetics on the tree trunk in your pants?" Valencia teasingly said, making fun of Karl.

    Karl immediately blushed. "That's slander! I just checking my status window, okay? And, seriously, i didn't do that type shit, i just talk with my sistem?"

    Valencia tilted her head with a confused look, then approached Karl. "Status Window? System? What do you mean?"

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    Chapter 73

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Karl freaking out big time with all the attention from Valencia, but he was trying to play it cool. "Yeah, that's right. But I didn't ask for this! Back when I was just a cashier at the local store, outta nowhere bam—I got powers. This system popped up, called the Common Sense Hijack System. It... this system can control people's common sense, their feelings, or... who knows, make 'em do stuff they wouldn't normally do. And I got quests and skills too... like the SpankSome skill that makes me sound like a perv!"

    Valencia gave him this look of disbelief and confusion. "Wait, you're saying you're like... a perverted telekinetic with a system giving you quests?"

    Karl nodded slowly, feeling more and more awkward. "Yeah, exactly. It's insane. Now I got a quest telling me I gotta prove I can hold back from getting a boner and thinking dirty thoughts about you and Layla for two full days."

    Valencia leaned against a tree, pondering for a moment. "So you're saying, the system... gives you power, but now you gotta keep your mind outta the gutter for two days straight to level up?"

    Karl sighed deeply. "Yeah, more or less. I'm tryna focus on other stuff, but... it's so hard."

    Valencia chuckled, seeing Karl opening up about his confusion. "Well, at least it's good that the system sets some moral boundaries for now, so there won't be a round two of Spermberggirl hahaha..."

    Karl glared at her. "I'm not just some horny dude! I can control telekinesis, but this hijacking stuff... it's confusing. And the title? 'Pervert Man'? That's just... ugh!"

    Valencia placed her hand on her hip, as if enjoying Karl's complaints. "Listen, Karl, you gotta be more focused. If you keep dwelling on stuff like that, you ain't gonna progress. Don't let the system control you."

    Karl fell silent for a moment, pondering Valencia's words. He knew he had to be serious. If he kept this up, he wouldn't get anywhere. "You're right. I need to focus more to survive this chaos."

    Valencia smiled slightly, like she was supporting him. "Exactly. So, about that 'trunk' in your pants—"

    Karl immediately cut her off, his face turning red. "I didn't do that, Valencia! I told you, it's just the system! Just the system!"

    Valencia laughed softly, her smile growing wider. "Okay, okay. Just make sure you control it, Karl. Don't let yourself be controlled."

    Karl breathed a sigh of relief. "I'll try. I mean, I don't really have a choice, right?"

    "Sure, Karl. But with weird powers like yours, they've been around forever." Said Valencia.

    Karl furrowed his brow, "What do you mean?"

    Valencia sighed, "The power you possess comes from some strange energy, a force that becomes power based on your desires."

    Karl grew more confused, "Desires? What do you mean by my desires-" Karl stopped, he remembered his past. When he always wanted to do something but hesitated, afraid of being seen as different and unusual by others, like when he wanted to be a content creator, not only laziness stood in his way, but also fear of being viewed as odd haunted him, he always fantasized that whatever he did, others would perceive him as normal.

    "Am I right?" asked Valencia.

    Karl bowed his head, finally understanding that the Common Sense Hijack System really fulfilled his desires, he could grope someone else's wife's breasts and be considered normal, he could do whatever he wanted and be considered normal by everyone for a certain period, but he lost to the urge to have sex.

    "Don't be so despondent, if you're a man who likes to flaunt his genitals and wants his behavior to be considered normal, I don't mind." Valencia laughed again.

    "Tsk.. I'm not that perverted!" Karl crossed his arms.

    Valencia, who was joking at first, then said something serious, "You have to be careful, Karl, there are always those hunting people like you with powers like yours."

    "Ahem.. stop kidding around, I'm confused with everything you say, just explain everything you know." Karl said irritably.

    Valencia nodded, this time her expression turned serious. "Alright. Listen carefully, Karl. The energy that merges with you has been around since ancient times. People like you, who gain power because of their deepest desires, always emerge in history. They become legends—or gods. Some have the power to split rivers, some can create storms, some can even stop time. But, such power always comes with great risks."

    "What risks?" asked Karl, although inside him he began to feel uncomfortable.

    Valencia continued, "People with powers like yours are always targeted. Some believe that this power shouldn't be on earth. They call themselves the Common Hero. I've met one of them before."

    Karl was shocked. "Common Hero? You mean they... are heroes?"

    "Not like you think. They're not heroes in the usual sense. They are hunters. They believe that powers like this are anomalies that can destroy the world, so their task is to eliminate people like you," explained Valencia.

    Karl fell silent. "Why? If they think this is dangerous, why didn't they stop it from the beginning?"

    "Because that energy is not something that can be stopped just like that. This energy, no one knows where it comes from, always seeks new hosts. People like you are just mediums. Even after you disappear, the energy will continue to seek out others. They, the Common Hero, can only erase the manifestation of that energy—humans with power," said Valencia, taking a deep breath.

    She then continued, "But what makes you different, Karl, is your desire. People like Homo Noctis and Homo Obscura who have powers also come from the same energy. But their ancestors, in ancient times, had a desire to be part of a strong group. Homo Noctis, for example, comes from cold plains with long nights, so all the people of the Noctis tribe have strong bodies and extraordinary resilience, not only that the belief in mysticism also triggers us to give power to others through blood. Homo Obscura, on the other hand, lived in highlands with wild animals everywhere, so they evolved with incredible hunting abilities, until they had great instincts, unfortunately they were focused on the physical until they didn't have any other abilities other than their physical strength equal to Homo Noctis."

    Karl swallowed, feeling slightly inferior. "So... they get their powers from a desire to survive. While I... from a strange desire to be considered normal?"
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    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Valencia cackled, "Dude, chill out! Your desires are totally valid, no matter what society says. But, like, they can also wreck you if you're not careful."

    Karl facepalmed, "So, I have to worry about Mr. Common Hero chasing me and this crazy energy that might drive me nuts? That's too much!" Karl finally understood why he always felt the urge to get it on with women in relationships, wanting to be the common playboy.

    "Bro, relax," Valencia reassured, giving him a pat on the back. "I got your back, but you gotta start reigning in those wild thoughts. This energy feeds off your desires, but if you can't control them, you're gonna spiral. And when that happens, I'm not sure if I can save you."

    Karl took a deep breath, trying to process it all. "Okay. So, step one is... what? No dirty thoughts for two days?"

    Valencia chuckled, "That's a good start. But remember, it's not just that. You gotta start owning up to what you truly want, Karl. Otherwise, you'll just become a puppet to this power."

    Karl nodded slowly, though his mind was still full of worries. He knew this was just the beginning of a much more complicated journey than he had ever imagined.

    The Common Sense Hijack System he once thought was a gift, now felt like a foreign entity in his mind.

    Karl ruffled his hair, gazing blankly at the ground. "So... I'm just a puppet. This system doesn't give me control, just illusions. Everything I desire, everything I've dreamt of, is now a tool to destroy myself."

    Valencia nodded slightly. "Not entirely illusions, Karl. You still have control—if you can master yourself. But for that, you need to know your limits, your true desires, and most importantly... know when to reject what the system offers."

    Karl looked at Valencia puzzled. "But how? This system feels alive, Val. Sometimes I feel like it knows what I'm thinking. It knows my weaknesses."

    Valencia gazed deeply at Karl, weighing something. After a moment of silence, she said, "I've met others with powers like yours. They're the legends I told you about earlier. A man who could make his whole village obey whatever he wanted. At first, he used that power for good—to help people, protect them from enemies. But over time, his desires changed. He started enjoying the power. He made them worship him like a god... until he lost control. Common Hero came for him, and he had no chance."

    Karl shivered. "Are you saying I'll become like him?"

    Valencia shrugged, "We'll see."

    Valencia retreated back into the campervan, leaving Karl in a state of confusion.

    Karl stared blankly ahead, confusion swirling in his mind. "System, are you really misleading me?"

    [ DING ]

    [ Valencia's understanding is totally off the mark. ]

    Karl furrowed his brow. "What do you mean? She said this power comes from my desires, and that's what's messing everything up."

    [ Partial information. Third-party subjective interpretation. System designed to maximize user potential through exploration of deepest desires. Damage stems from inadequate management. ]

    Karl swallowed hard, feeling cornered. "So, this is my fault? You gave me this power without explanation, and now my life is a mess!"

    [ Negative. System does not cause chaos. User's failure to understand purpose and limits creates conflict. ]

    "You told me not to have dirty thoughts for two days! That's absurd!" Karl exclaimed, his voice rising.

    [ Quest tailored to user's dominant weaknesses. Identification: excessive reliance on external validation and impulsive urges to conform to social norms. Goal: enhance self-control. ]

    Karl fell silent, the system's words feeling like a hard slap. "So, is all of this just a way to make me aware of my weaknesses?"

    [ Affirmative. This power is a tool. Its full utilization depends on the user. Greatest risk: uncontrolled misuse of desires. ]

    Karl took a long breath. "So, what about Common Hero? Valencia said they hunt down people like me. Am I going to die?"

    [ Likelihood: low. Main risk: degradation of user's personality due to reliance on the system. Without self-control, the user may become an empty vessel merely obeying the system's functions. ]

    Karl shuddered at the explanation. "Empty vessel... does that mean I'll lose myself?"

    [ Affirmative. Loss of control over desires weakens mental and emotional integrity. Result: user no longer has autonomy over their actions. ]

    Karl held his head, trying to understand it all. "So... I have to learn to control myself before it's too late?"

    [ Affirmative. Advice: focus on understanding core desires. Differentiate true needs from temporary impulses. ]

    Karl took a deep breath. "Do you have a solution to this?"

    [ Solution embedded in given mission. Completion of mission enhances mental stability and unlocks access to advanced control abilities. Note: the system cannot eliminate user's free will. Actions remain the user's full responsibility. ]

    "So, it's all up to me?" Karl sighed heavily. "In that case, what's the first step I should take?"

    [ Recommendation: complete active mission parameters. Additional advice: deeply reflect on user's desires independently, without system intervention. ]

    Karl gazed at the dark night sky, trying to process what he had just heard. Despite the lingering frustration, he knew one thing: if he didn't change, everything would only get worse.

    Karl paced back and forth outside the campervan, the cold night air piercing his skin. Chaotic thoughts filled his mind, spinning endlessly like a wheel out of control. "Deep reflection," he muttered softly, mocking the system's words. "How can I reflect when my mind is constantly thinking about how good it will be to bang Angeline later?"

    He stopped and looked at his faint reflection in the campervan window. His face looked tired, almost unrecognizable. "Layla," he whispered softly, recalling the initial purpose of all this mess. He thought about how it all started: a promise to help a woman seeking revenge. A simple revenge... or so he thought. But now, it all felt like a trap made by fate.

    "I just wanted to help," he said, almost as if apologizing to his own shadow. But another part of him laughed cynically. Is that really your reason? the question echoed in his mind, stirring up long-buried guilt.

    Karl heaved a deep sigh. "Am I a monster? I've banged two other men's wives, and now I agree to use my power to humiliate others just to please someone?" The question hung in the air, without a satisfying answer.

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Karl woke up feeling like he'd been hit by a frosty iceberg, his body as stiff as a board from sleeping all night in a seated position outside the campervan. The sun just peeked out on the eastern horizon, splashing golden orange hues across the slowly brightening sky. The morning air carried the scent of dew and damp earth, bringing a bit of calm amid the chaos in his mind.

    He rubbed his weary face, trying to gather his thoughts. Still felt like an endless nightmare. The power, the system constantly giving him missions that dig into his weaknesses, and the shadows of the Common Hero lurking - all piled up in his chest like an invisible burden.

    Valencia emerged from the campervan, wearing a loose sweater and carrying two steaming cups of coffee. "You look like you haven't slept in a week," she quipped, handing one cup to Karl.

    "Because I really didn't sleep," Karl replied, accepting the cup. The warm coffee steam immediately touched his skin, helping to chase away the cold.

    Valencia sat next to him, sipping her coffee slowly. "Have you decided on your first step for revenge?"

    Karl shook his head.

    Layla appeared, showing her old phone screen, "Karl, Angeline has once again dragged your family into a video."

    Karl stared at the phone screen, his jaw tensing. The video showed Ella, his little sister who had always been the only family member to support him, now seething with anger. But something seemed off.

    "If you're watching this, Karl, listen carefully!" Ella exclaimed sharply, her face flushed. "How long will you keep hiding?! Do you know what you've done to our family? Do you think by running away, you're protecting us? No! You're only making our lives more miserable!"

    Ella pointed to the camera with a rough gesture, her eyes blazing with emotion. "You're a coward, Karl! Do you want to keep dragging us into your mess?! If you have even a bit of respect for this family, you'll come out of your hiding and surrender!"

    The video ended with the sound of something hard being slammed, maybe Ella's phone, before the screen went dark.

    Karl was silent for a few seconds, then heard Layla's voice. "Karl... Angeline posted this on her account. Just look at the account name in the top corner of the video."

    He looked closer at the screen, his eyes narrowing. Angeline's account logo was prominently displayed in the corner of the video, making Karl's blood boil. "Angeline..." he muttered venomously.

    "You know your sister would never speak like that, right?" Valencia said, trying to calm the fire in Karl's chest.

    Karl gripped his coffee cup tightly. "Of course I know! Ella would never talk like that! She's the most caring sibling I have, and now Angeline is using her as a weapon to shame me?! For what? So I feel guilty and surrender?!"

    "Karl, calm down..." Layla said, though she knew it was unlikely.

    "Calm down?!" Karl stood up, his body trembling with rage. "Angeline has crossed the line! She's not just ruining my life, now she dares to drag my family into this! Using Ella, I swear, I will obliterate that woman until she regrets ever knowing me!"

    Valencia looked at Karl and grinned. "Are you sure, Karl? I know who you're about to face."

    Karl and Layla were stunned.

    Karl narrowed his eyes at Valencia, his anger held back by curiosity. "What do you mean? Who are you talking about?"

    Valencia placed her coffee cup on the ground and stared at Karl seriously. "Angeline isn't just a manipulative woman playing on social media, Karl. She has a huge support system behind her, much bigger than you imagine."

    Layla, standing near them, furrowed her brow. "Support? Who's supporting her?"

    Valencia sighed deeply. "Have you heard of the social media platform called GlowSphere? It's exploded in popularity in the past few years."

    Karl nodded quickly. "Of course. Everyone knows about it. Everyone uses it. Even Ella mentions it often."

    "That's the problem," Valencia continued. "Angeline is one of their early major ambassadors. She was appointed to help the platform grow and become a center of attention. But there's something bigger behind GlowSphere. The platform is specifically programmed to create a generation that's impatient, easily influenced, and - honestly - stupid."

    Karl and Layla stared at Valencia in disbelief.

    "Seriously? That sounds like a cheap conspiracy theory," Karl said.

    "It may sound like that, yeah," Valencia grinned coldly. "But it's a fact. I know, because I've met someone directly involved in its creation. They deliberately designed algorithms to reinforce impulsive behavior. Short videos constantly playing, instant likes and shares that provide temporary validation, and shallow content that satisfies short-term needs. It's all intentional. They want to create a generation that loses the ability to think critically."

    Layla bit her lip. "But... for what purpose? What's the goal?"

    Valencia looked sharply at Layla. "Can't you see? A generation like that is easy to control. They're impatient, don't care about the process, only care about instant results. They prioritize personal satisfaction over big values like responsibility or solidarity. It makes them perfect consumers - and more than that, it makes them easily manipulated citizens."

    Karl hit the campervan pole with his fist. "So Angeline isn't just using this platform to ruin me. She's also part of a bigger plan to corrupt the next generation?"

    Valencia nodded slowly. "Exactly. And Angeline's account is one of their main tools. She's intentionally promoted as a controversial figure, someone who can attract attention with drama and conflict. And this isn't the first time she's used someone's family to boost her popularity."

    Karl clenched his fists, his face full of anger. "So she's not just destroying my life for her pleasure. She's doing it because she's paid for it. Because she's part of this rotten system."

    "Exactly," answered Valencia. "And you need to be careful, Karl. Fighting Angeline means fighting a system much bigger than just her. You need a plan, strategy, and... allies."

    Karl nodded slowly, his eyes full of determination. "If that's what I have to do, I'll do it. I'll destroy Angeline. I'll destroy this system. And I'll make sure they never use my family again."

    Layla looked at Karl with worry. "This is dangerous, Karl. We need more information before we act."

    "We'll get it," Karl replied. "But I won't back down. Not this time."

    Valencia lifted her coffee cup again and sipped it slowly. "Well then, Karl. Welcome to the big game."

    Tense silence surrounded them, only the sound of the wind rustling the leaves could be heard. Layla looked at Karl and Valencia with an anxious face. She knew the topic they were about to uncover was one of her deepest wounds, but after hearing Valencia's explanation, she felt there was no other way but to face that reality.

    "You both already know, right?" Layla finally spoke, her voice almost a whisper. "That I was once part of their dirty game."

    Karl and Valencia nodded. Valencia spoke first. "Of course we know, Layla. Your case was one of the main drivers that made GlowSphere explode. It was their first case that truly turned the platform into a huge phenomenon."

    Karl agreed, but his jaw hardened. "And they used your life as a stepping stone for their ambitions."

    Layla bowed her head, her hands clenched at her sides. "The incest case... my forbidden relationship with my teacher. It was all slander. But at that time, no one wanted to hear my defense. GlowSphere deliberately amplified that gossip, turning it into the truth in the public eye. They circulated fake videos, adding a narrative as if I were truly guilty."

    Karl interjected, his voice full of anger. "I remember that case. You're still very young, Layla. You were only seventeen, but they made you appear like the mastermind behind it all. Disgusting."

    Valencia continued in a cold tone, "And what's worse, GlowSphere not only let the slander flourish. They used their algorithms to spread it further, ensuring everyone sees and talks about it. The more people they stir emotions in, the more profit they gain. And Layla became the perfect victim - a young girl who couldn't fight back."

    Layla raised her face, her eyes teary, but there was a spark of determination in them. "I lost everything because of that. My family... my reputation... even my self-confidence. Everyone hated me. Even when I finally could clear my name, it was too late. The damage they caused couldn't be undone."

    Karl clenched his fists so hard his knuckles whitened. "That's why you're with us now. You want to destroy them, just like I want to destroy Angeline."

    Valencia nodded. "And it's not just about personal revenge. GlowSphere, and people like Angeline, are symbols of a rotten system. They create chaos, destroy others' lives, just for clicks, for attention, for money. If we don't stop them, who knows how many more Laylas are out there that they'll sacrifice."

    Layla looked at Valencia gratefully, though there was still sadness in her eyes. "I know you understand. And I also know we're fighting a big enemy, but I won't back down. I want them to pay for what they've done to all of us."

    Karl gazed at Layla, then Valencia. "We won't just make them pay. We'll crush them to their roots."

    Valencia grinned thinly. "In that case, we need to accelerate. If our target is GlowSphere, we not only need evidence. We need a counterattack that can shake the public's trust in them."

    Karl looked into the distance, his eyes full of determination. "We start with Angeline. She's the first key. If we can bring her down, we'll pave the way to bigger targets."

    Layla nodded slowly. "I've been preparing for this for a long time. I'm ready."

    Valencia stood up and tossed the remaining coffee on the ground. "Alright then. Let's start by heading to the town of Unrill first, where Angeline lives!"

    Karl clenched his fists. "And we'll make her regret disturbing me and destroying Layla's life."
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    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Karl chillaxing in the front seat of the campervan, hands folded in front of him, staring out at the long, deserted road. Valencia cruising like a boss, one hand on the wheel, the other playing with her flowing hair. The faint scent of coffee still lingering in the air, mixed with the smell of fuel.

    "I don't want my campervan to smell like sperm," Valencia suddenly blurts out, breaking the silence. "That's why you're sitting up front, far away from my bed."

    Karl side-eyes her, feeling slightly offended but choosing not to make a big deal out of it. He goes back to gazing at the road, his mind drifting to all the shady stuff he's done. All the crimes that felt so easy back then, now weighing heavy on his mind.

    "Do you think I'm too evil?" Karl asks out of the blue, his voice unsure. "Sometimes I'm not even sure who I am. All the things I've done... like I don't have morals anymore."

    Valencia chuckles softly, her eyes still focused on the road. "You're overthinking the unimportant stuff. Humans always enjoy torturing themselves with the concept of morals. As if the world is black and white."

    Karl turns to look at Valencia, intrigued. "What do you mean?"

    "I mean, no one is entirely evil, and no one is entirely good," Valencia replies, her voice flat but full of certainty. "Humans are gray. You can do good to those you deem worthy, and do evil to those you think deserve it. That's it. Simple, right?"

    Karl falls silent, digesting Valencia's words. Slowly, the shadows of his past start creeping into his mind. The face of Julia, the woman he used roughly, appears in his thoughts. Julia was a kind woman, full of love and not judgmental. Karl destroyed her life by nailing her, and now their banging tape is all over the internet.

    Then there's Elena. Equally kind, a woman trying to fill her emptiness by creating poetry. But Karl dragged her into a whirlpool of lust and manipulation, robbing her of the happiness that should have been hers and her family's.

    Finally, there's Cindy, a woman just trying to make money from live streaming.

    "I..." Karl mutters softly, his voice almost inaudible. "I targeted them wrong, right? Julia, Elena, and Cindy didn't deserve to be ruined."

    "Yeah, they didn't deserve it," Valencia replies coolly. "But you did it anyway. And now you know what regret feels like. Welcome to the human world, Karl."

    Karl clenches his fists, his heart tumultuous. He begins to realize that his actions not only trapped him in a gray moral zone but also destroyed the people he should have let live in peace.

    "Why are you saying this to me?" Karl finally asks, breaking the silence. "Are you trying to make me feel worse?"

    Valencia chuckles softly, her laughter echoing in the campervan. "Of course not. I just want you to realize, Karl. Realize that in the end, all your actions will come back to you. Whether as regret or as pride. You just have to choose which path you want to take."

    Karl falls silent. The thought lingers in his mind throughout the journey. Valencia focuses on driving again, while in the back, Layla is busy with her phone, oblivious to their conversation.

    In the heavy silence, Karl begins to feel something strange: the desire to right his wrongs. Or at least, to take responsibility for Julia, Elena, and Cindy.

    Not only that, Karl remembers the victims of accidents from his shenanigans with the Common Sense Hijack System.

    Karl stares straight ahead, his eyes looking empty. His lips tremble slightly before he starts talking, his voice low and heavy. "I did something... truly unforgivable."

    Valencia, still casually holding the steering wheel, raises an eyebrow without taking her eyes off the road. "Everyone has a big sin, Karl. You're no exception."

    "But this... this is more than just a sin," Karl says softly, gathering the courage to continue. "I once hijacked Common Sense about crossing the street."

    Valencia glances at him briefly, waiting for further explanation without saying a word.

    "I made people believe that crossing the street is always safe. No matter the red light or not, no matter if there are vehicles speeding by or not. I just... wanted to see what would happen," Karl continues, his voice getting lower. "And the result... I... I don't even know how many died."

    Valencia remains calm, a hint of a smirk appearing on the corner of her lips. "You played with their basic instincts, didn't you? I'm sure that ended in many accidents."

    Karl bows his head, feeling the weight pressing on his chest. "Yes. So many accidents. People had no control over their bodies. They just stepped onto the street, like reprogrammed robots. And... even orphaned children became victims. Maybe, they were happily walking, before my stupidity took their lives."

    For a moment, only the sound of the campervan engine can be heard. Karl feels choked, but he can't stop now.

    "At that time, I didn't think twice," he continues, his voice trembling. "I just wanted to see how much I could control people. But now, I realize, I've destroyed the lives of those who didn't even know who I was. Little kids, people who just wanted to go home. They didn't deserve that."

    Valencia finally speaks, her tone cold but nonjudgmental. "That was a foolish act, Karl. But now you know the consequences. Regret is part of the price you have to pay."

    Karl nods slowly, his clenched fists trembling in his lap. "And I feel, that's why John, Chloe, and Amber are attacking us. They're Homo Obscura, but... they only want to avenge the innocent."

    Valencia smiles faintly, her eyes still on the road ahead. "You know Karl, regret won't erase what has happened. You can't bring them back, no matter how strong your guilt is."

    "I know," Karl murmurs. "But I also know I have to do something. Not to redeem myself, but to stop myself from becoming even worse."

    Valencia chuckles softly, shaking the tense atmosphere. "That's a weird decision, but interesting. I want to see where you're headed, Karl. At least, this journey won't be boring."

    Karl sits silently for a few minutes, listening to the sound of the campervan's tires rubbing against the asphalt. He feels sick with his own thoughts. But there's one more thing nagging at him—their upcoming plan. Karl has to help Layla get revenge on Angeline. But now, haunted by regret, he starts to doubt.

    "I want to ask something," Karl says softly, finally breaking the silence. "If I help Layla seek revenge on Angeline... will I feel guilty again?"
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    Chapter 77

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Valencia snorts softly, but doesn't take her eyes off the road. "That's up to you. Do you think Angeline deserves to be destroyed?"

    Karl falls silent, trying to find his answer. He doesn't even know much about Angeline except for what Layla has said. But the same fear starts creeping in—fear that he'll make the wrong decision again, and guilt will continue to haunt him.

    "How do I know who deserves to be destroyed?" Karl asks, his voice full of confusion.

    Valencia sighs deeply. "That's the problem. There's no rulebook for that, Karl. You have to make your own decisions, and live with the consequences. If you think Angeline deserves it, then do it. But if you're unsure... maybe that's a sign to step back."

    Karl listens to Valencia's words with a troubled heart. He feels like he's standing at a dark crossroads, without a direction.

    After a moment, Valencia continues, her tone more serious. "Actually, the problem you're facing is small compared to what's happening in the world."

    Karl furrows his brow. "What do you mean?"

    Valencia smiles faintly, her eyes still glued to the road ahead. "You know Glowsphere, right? The social media platform used by almost everyone. Where people share, watch, even stake their lives on?"

    Karl nods. "Of course, I know. Who doesn't? Everyone in the world uses Glowsphere. And of course, it supports Angeline."

    Valencia glances at him briefly. "And you know how its algorithm is designed, right? To make people stupid, addicted, and easily manipulated?"

    Karl nods again. "I know that. But I always thought it was just a business strategy, to harvest data and profit."

    Valencia chuckles softly, but there's no humor in her voice. "It's more than just business. Glowsphere wasn't created by an ordinary company. It's a project of a state."

    Karl is stunned, looking at Valencia in shock. "A state project? Which country?"

    Valencia smiles faintly, but doesn't respond directly. She lets Karl digest the new fact she just revealed before continuing. "That state created Glowsphere to make the whole world stupid, easy to manipulate, and busy with unimportant things. Meanwhile, in their country, Glowsphere is run differently."

    Karl frowns, unsure if he wants to hear more. "What do you mean 'differently'?"

    "In that country," Valencia continues, "the Glowsphere algorithm is designed to educate children. Low-quality or non-educational content never appears. No stupid prank videos, senseless dramas, or harmful trends. Only things that enrich knowledge, creativity, and critical thinking skills."

    Karl is stunned, feeling angry and confused. "So they're dumbing down the entire world while protecting their own generation?"

    "More than that," Valencia replies, her eyes still focused on the road. "They ensure that their children grow up to be leaders, innovators, and controllers. While the generations in other countries? They become loyal followers without question."

    Karl doesn't know what to say. His whole body feels heavy with the weight of the new reality he just heard. If Glowsphere is indeed a global manipulation tool designed by a state, then what he and others have considered entertainment all this time is actually a shackle.

    Valencia glances at Karl for a moment, then continues. "And Angeline? She is the face of Glowsphere. The perfect angel designed to cover up all the rot behind that platform."

    Karl is still silent, trying to process everything. Angeline's name, with all her holy image, now feels like a thorn in his mind. "Wait," he says softly. "You said Angeline is the face of Glowsphere. You mean she's just a pawn?"

    Valencia chuckles softly, a mocking tone evident. "A pawn? No, she's more than that. She's a symbol. The manifestation of what Glowsphere wants to show to the world. Beautiful, perfect, full of empathy, and—in the public eye—never wrong. But it's all fake."

    "So she knows everything?" Karl asks, feeling confused and angry.

    "Not entirely," Valencia responds with a shrug. "Angeline might know some, but she still chooses to be part of this game. She enjoys her position as the 'angel of the world.' Everyone worships her, and that's enough to blind her morals."

    Karl feels sick. "And it all started with Layla's life being destroyed as a teenager?! That's just plain rude!"

    Valencia nods slowly. "Yeah, true. all of Angeline's achievements and Glowsphere's success started with Layla's life being ruined. So, how about it? Do you think Angeline deserves to be destroyed?"

    Karl shakes his head, trying to deal with the turmoil within him. "Of course, she deserves to be destroyed. But that means I have to be a pervert again, and screw while being recorded."

    Valencia laughs, "Oh? Aren't you still horny and perverted as usual?"

    Karl sitting there, trying to wrap his head around the convo going down with Valencia. Every word coming out of her mouth was just adding to the confusion and torture he was feeling. But then, Valencia's laugh broke the silence, almost mocking his perplexity.

    "Don't tell me you're starting to doubt yourself, Karl," Valencia said teasingly, with a hint of challenge in her voice. "I thought you were used to this game. Being a predator in a world full of prey."

    Karl raised an eyebrow, his already halfway empty eyes trying to focus on Valencia's words. But before he could respond, a buzzing sound from the system startled him.

    ----

    [ Uncommon Creature Detected ]

    [ Species: Homo Obscura ]

    [ Warning High Potential Danger Detected !]

    ----

    Karl felt his heart rate skyrocket. He stared at the hologram screen that popped up in front of him, eyes widening as he read the message. Homo Obscura? Why others Obscura came up to him? And with high potential danger?

    "What's going on?" Valencia asked, noticing Karl's change in expression. Karl quickly made the hologram screen disappear with his mind, trying not to panic. But tension was thick in the air.

    Without warning, they were suddenly startled by a group of three slick-looking dudes in black suits appearing in front of the campervan. These guys looked super trained, with quick and coordinated steps. They stood in the middle of the road, waiting for their ride to approach.

    Valencia furrowed her brow, a bit surprised by their appearance. "What the heck is this?" she muttered, steering carefully to avoid a confrontation.

    But as their campervan got closer, one of the black-suited men stepped forward, blocking their path. His face was stone-cold, showing no emotions. Without saying a word, he raised his hand, signaling for them to stop.

    "Shit!" Valencia cursed.
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    Chapter 78

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Karl felt the tension in the air getting thicker inside their campervan. Valencia shot a sharp look towards the three black-suited men now standing in front of their vehicle. Those guys looked like straight-up executors, all in control and ice-cold.

    "What do they want?" Karl whispered, trying to keep his voice steady despite his heart racing.

    Valencia didn't answer. Instead, she carefully opened the car door, signaling for Karl to come down. Without saying a word, Karl followed her steps and got out of the campervan. Behind them, Layla also exited the vehicle, looking puzzled yet alert.

    The three men stood tall, waiting for them with a demeanor that didn't seem hostile—but their aura was still terrifying. One of the men, standing in the middle, took a step forward. He was taller than the others, with a stern face and a cold gaze behind his black sunglasses.

    "Valencia The Last Noctis, Karl Min the viral dude," he said with a heavy and formal voice. "We didn't come here to fight. On the contrary, we have an offer."

    "An offer?" Valencia narrowed her eyes, full of suspicion.

    The man nodded. "We know that you're not ordinary humans. Noctis and humans who can manipulate the brain waves of regular humans, that's a deadly combination. But we don't want to waste creatures like you."

    Karl glanced at Valencia, his face filled with confusion and caution. "You mean... you're not here to capture us?"

    The man smiled slightly, but his smile felt cold. "No, Karl. We're here to recruit you."

    "Recruit us for what?" Valencia asked challengingly.

    The man raised his hand, signaling to his two companions to stay put. He continued, "The country supporting Glowsphere has a bigger vision than you can imagine. Glowsphere is not just about entertainment, data, or profits. It's about global control. And we need people like you to ensure this project runs smoothly."

    Karl felt his blood run cold. "You want me... to work with Glowsphere? For your country?"

    "Exactly," the man replied in a flat tone. "You have the abilities and a unique position to help us. Your information, your experiences, and your courage to face the system... all of that is valuable."

    "And if we refuse?" Valencia interjected, her voice full of challenge.

    The man chuckled softly, without humor. "We'd prefer if you didn't refuse. But if you resist, the consequences won't be pleasant. For you, and for the people you hold dear."

    Karl swallowed hard. The veiled threat couldn't be ignored. "What do you really want from us?"

    The man stared at Karl intensely. "We want you to join our system, Karl. Be part of the team running Glowsphere and fooling lowly humans. Not only that, we want you to help strengthen its influence. With your ability to manipulate brain waves, you can be a valuable asset."

    Karl looked down, trying to process everything he had just heard. He didn't trust these men, but their offer—or rather, their hidden coercion—felt like a trap he couldn't avoid.

    Valencia, who had been listening coldly, finally spoke. "So, if we agree, what guarantees do we have? And what do you offer in return?"

    The man smiled thinly again, then said, "Freedom. Safety. And... access to powers you've never imagined. With us, you'll be part of the greatest change in human history. Glowsphere is the future that will enslave all of humanity, and we want you to be a part of it."

    Karl felt his head spinning. The offer sounded like poison wrapped in gold. But with the looming threat in the air, he knew that refusing wasn't a simple option. He glanced at Valencia, hoping she had an answer, but Valencia remained calm, her eyes full of calculation.

    Layla, who had been silent all this time, finally interrupted. "Hold up, you think we'll just accept your offer like that?" Layla whose life had been ruined by Glowsphere would not accept.

    The man who had spoken earlier looked sharply at Layla. "It's your choice, we're just giving you a chance. A chance to survive, to play a role in a bigger system."

    Valencia rolled her eyes. "We don't need chances from you."

    The man looked at each of them, as if measuring their reactions. "Such a pity. But remember, this world is not friendly to those who swim against the current."

    He gestured to his two companions standing behind, and they moved closer with an increasingly oppressive stance. "Think carefully about your decision. Your time is running out."

    The three men turned to leave, leaving Valencia, Karl, and Layla with heads full of questions and deepening confusion.

    After the three men left, the atmosphere instantly became quieter, only the sound of wind and the gentle hum of their parked vehicle could be heard. Karl looked at Valencia, his heart filled with various questions.

    "I need to know, Valencia," he said seriously, almost like a whisper. "Are you really... the last noctis? Why are you the only one left?"

    Valencia seemed to pause for a moment, looking into the distance, as if gathering her words. Layla, standing beside them, only watched silently, feeling that now was the right time to explain things that had been hidden for so long.

    "Yes," Valencia finally answered, her voice lower than usual. "I am the last one remaining of the Homo Noctis race."

    Karl felt his heart beat faster. "Why is that? What happened to them? Why did they all go extinct?"

    Valencia took a deep breath. "In the past, Homo Noctis was a very powerful race. Our blood gave us incredible strength—speed, endurance, and abilities beyond ordinary humans. But that's also what made us hunted by humans."

    Karl furrowed his brow. "Hunted?"

    Valencia nodded softly. "Yes, many of us were hunted for our blood, or even to be used as test subjects. But even so, that wasn't the main reason why we almost went extinct."

    Karl felt his confusion deepening. "So what actually happened?"

    Valencia looked down, as if recalling a dark past. "We lost in a war against the Homo Obscura. They were a race that had a crucial advantage—they could reproduce rapidly. While we... couldn't."

    Karl looked at her puzzled. "You mean... you couldn't reproduce quickly?"

    Valencia nodded, her face filled with sadness. "Yes. We, Homo Noctis, couldn't reproduce quickly. Many of our men died in the war, and we couldn't produce enough offspring to sustain this race. Human sperm couldn't fertilize Noctis women, as it was too weak—and Noctis women could only give birth to children if fertilized by other Noctis. With our dwindling numbers, we began to go extinct."

    Karl fell silent, processing the explanation he had just heard. "So... many of you died in the war, and in the end... you couldn't continue this race."

    "Exactly," Valencia replied, her voice heavy. "We fought fiercely, but in that war, we couldn't endure. Homo Obscura were more numerous, and they had the ability to reproduce without limitations. While we could only hold on for a very short time."

    Karl bit his lip, feeling the tragedy of this race. "But how did you manage to survive? Why are you still here?"

    Valencia looked at Karl, her gaze sharper now, as if telling a story that she had kept hidden for years. "I am the last, Karl. I was found amidst the destruction of our race, hiding in the shadows."

    Karl felt a deep unease in Valencia's words. He knew that despite being the last, her story was much bigger than what appeared on the surface. She was not just a survivor, but a silent witness to the destruction of a race once full of extraordinary power. Not a nerdy wimp without a life like himself.

    "So, you are truly the only one left?" Karl asked again, his voice low.

    Valencia nodded with a burdened expression on her face. "Yes, Karl. I am the only one left. And I don't know how long I can survive in this world. But I won't let our past just disappear like that."

    Valencia looked at Layla, then shifted her gaze to Karl, "It seems that this will be more entertaining and troublesome, as Homo Obscura also interferes with Glowsphere. I didn't expect this."

    Karl nodded slowly, pondering all he had just heard. Everything happening now, all the choices they faced, seemed to be part of a bigger destiny than just their lives together.

    They decided to rest in the campervan.

    The atmosphere inside the campervan was quiet. However, the silence didn't last long. Layla, who had been playing a laptop borrowed from Valencia, suddenly broke the silence.

    "You guys need to see this," she said, sounding surprised. She pointed to the small screen now showing a live news broadcast.

    Karl approached, his eyes fixed on the screen. Faces he knew very well appeared on the screen. It was his family—his mother, and his teenage sister. They sat on the sofa with tense faces, surrounded by several uniformed individuals who looked like security officers.

    "—Karl Min, who are now in the spotlight after doing something inappropriate," the news anchor said neutrally.

    But then the camera shifted, showing an official with a stiff face speaking at a podium. "We urge Karl Min to surrender himself. His family's safety will still be guaranteed, as long as he shows good faith to cooperate."

    Karl felt his heart stop for a moment. "What is this?" he murmured, his voice hoarse. "They... are using my family again?"
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    Chapter 79

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Karl still staring at his laptop screen with major anxiety. The video that popped up this time was the Interview video of Julia, Elena, and Jane that went viral. Valencia was sitting in the corner of the campervan, silent but clearly observing every detail of the situation.

    The three of them were hanging on every word that came out of Julia's mouth on the screen, as she tried to explain something to the interviewer.

    "I don't know why all of this is happening!" Julia looked like she was about to cry. "That video—it's not me. I mean, I don't remember doing it. How could I have done it? I have a husband, kids. This is destroying my life."

    Elena, sitting next to her, bowed her head, looking ashamed and confused. "I don't remember anything either. But everyone recognizes us, they're hurling insults at us. They say we... I can't even say it." Her voice broke.

    Jane, who is usually firm, tried to stay calm. "This is a huge mistake. I don't know how a video like that could exist. It's ruining my career. I just want it all to stop."

    Karl felt a chill fill his chest. The video. The video he recorded. The video that should have never existed. It all came back to him. He recorded Julia, Elena, and Jane when they were under the influence of his mind manipulation. And now, thanks to an attention-hungry streamer who found the video on his lost old hard drive, the whole world knows.

    Instead of empathizing with them, Layla spoke in a calm yet sharp tone, supporting Karl as usual. She stared at the screen with a calculating look. "Karl," she finally said, breaking the silence. "You know what you did, right?"

    Karl looked at her with guilt. "I... I didn't mean for all of this. They shouldn't—"

    "Stop blaming yourself," Layla cut in sharply. "The world is cruel, Karl. You know that better than anyone. They were under your control before, and that worked. Now, you need to turn the tables."

    Valencia tilted her head, her expression flat but full of questions. "What do you mean, Layla?"

    Layla smiled thinly, then looked directly at Karl. "I'm saying, it's time for you to use your powers again. You need to protect us, and the best way to do that is to ensure people like Angeline have their reputation destroyed."

    Karl looked surprised. "Angeline? You want me—"

    Valencia smiled, "Karl, can't you change someone's common sense? Why don't you just start doing it now, to Angeline, instead of having to go out of your way to meet her and make a sex tape."

    Karl initially nodded in agreement with Valencia's suggestion after hearing it. "You're right," he said lightly, "I don't need to interact directly. As long as I know who she is, I can change her common sense from a distance."

    Valencia looked at Karl with confidence, as if everything had already been settled. "Good. Make her the subject of public ridicule. If you can ruin her reputation, we won't have to worry anymore."

    But as Karl was about to start his actions, Layla's cold voice broke the atmosphere. "No," she said sharply, making them both turn to her. Her gaze was full of suppressed anger. "That's too easy."

    Karl, who had just been convinced of his decision, felt confused. "What do you mean, Layla? Isn't this the best way? Ruining her reputation should be enough to keep us out of trouble."

    Layla looked at Karl with a sharp gaze, almost angry. "You don't understand, Karl. I want her to feel what I felt. I want her to be humiliated, looked down upon by everyone, including her own family." Her voice trembled with emotion. "I want her to know what it's like to feel worthless."

    Karl was stunned. "Layla... do you really want to destroy her life like that? Do you want to push her to that point?"

    Layla stepped forward, getting closer to Karl, her eyes burning with vengeance. "Yes! Do you know what they did to me? Do you know how I lost everything? They made me like this, Karl. I won't be satisfied just by ruining her reputation. That's not enough. I want her to lose everything, just like I did."

    Karl looked shaken. Before, he had agreed with Valencia's advice, thinking it was a simple step that didn't involve too much of his emotions. But now, Layla revealed a much darker and intense request, and he felt trapped between two difficult choices.

    "But, Layla," Karl tried to argue, although his voice sounded uncertain. "If I just ruin her reputation, isn't that enough? She will lose everything she has, without having to—"

    "No!" Layla cut in sharply. "You said you would help me, Karl. You owe me! You promised to make those who ruined my life suffer. Did you forget?"

    Karl bowed his head, remembering how he had promised Layla that he would seek revenge for her. However, this situation felt more complicated now. He felt like everything was slipping out of his control.

    Valencia, who had been observing silently, finally spoke up. "Karl, this is your decision. It's all up to you, but try to entertain me hehe..."

    Layla glared at Karl. "You have to do it, Karl. This is not just about strategy. This is about justice for me. Do you understand what I went through?"

    Karl took a deep breath. He knew that whatever he chose, the consequences would be enormous, not just for himself, but also for Layla and Valencia. "Okay," he finally said, although his tone still full of doubt. "I'll decide. But I need time to think."

    Layla looked at Karl with frustration. "Don't take too long, Karl. You already know what you have to do."

    Valencia grinned and muttered, "These two humans are getting more interesting," in her thoughts.

    They continued their journey to Unrill, just one city away.

    Karl sat back in front, next to Valencia who was driving. Karl glanced at Valencia, her straight black hair, her sharp chin making him slightly mesmerized.

    Valencia chuckled, "Hey... it hasn't been 24 hours and you're already having dirty thoughts about me?"

    Karl averted his gaze, "I.. I.. I was just looking."

    Karl tried hard to keep his mind focused on the road ahead of their campervan. However, Valencia, as usual, seemed to have other plans.

    "So, Karl," Valencia said, glancing at him briefly, a teasing smile playing on her lips. "You seem tense. Is it because of Layla or... something else?"

    Karl swallowed, trying to keep his voice and face calm. "I... I'm just thinking about the issues we need to solve in Unrill."

    Valencia chuckled, her voice almost a deliberate whisper. "Issues in Unrill, huh? Not me?"

    Karl immediately looked out the window, trying to ignore Valencia's clear presence in the corner of his eye. Her black hair falling softly on her shoulder, her glowing skin under the dashboard lights, and her relaxed yet seductive posture—all starting to make his mind waver.

    "So, you're really not thinking about me?" Valencia asked again, this time with a lower voice. She intentionally tucked her hair behind her ear, showing off her slender neck. "You know, Karl, I can sense when someone is watching me."

    Karl clenched his jaw tightly. Before he could answer, the notification system sounded again:

    [ Quest Update – Warning! ]

    [ You are starting to violate quest terms ]

    [ Time reset ]

    [ Time left: 48:00 ]

    [ Control your mind, please. ]

    Karl heard the notification like a gong shattering his reverie. "Damn. I wasn't even doing anything!" he thought, trying to contain his frustration.

    "Why is your face red, Karl?" Valencia asked with a thin smile. Her hand still gripped the steering wheel, but now she leaned slightly, enough to let Karl catch a whiff of her perfume. "Or are you thinking of something else... something inappropriate, perhaps?"

    "No!" Karl answered too quickly, his voice loud and slightly nervous. "I'm not thinking about anything. Just focus on the road."

    Valencia chuckled softly, satisfied with his reaction. "Oh, come on. I'm just kidding, Karl. You're too serious. It actually makes you more interesting, you know."

    Karl felt his heart beating faster. He knew Valencia was playing with him, making his task of keeping his mind clear even more difficult. He shifted his attention to the GPS screen, trying to find a way to calm himself.

    But Valencia didn't stop. "You know," she said again, her voice full of temptation, "I always wonder, Karl. What goes through your mind when you look at me? Do you see me as just a weird creature, or... something more?"

    Karl took a deep breath, trying to gather the courage to answer without breaking the system's quest boundaries. But before he could speak, Valencia spoke again, this time with a softer tone but full of hidden meanings.

    "You know, if you ever feel... disturbed by me, you can be honest. I won't be angry," she said with a mysterious smile.

    Karl felt his brain almost explode. "Damn. This is going to be the longest journey of my life."
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    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    The night wore on, thick and heavy, and the mood inside the campervan matched it perfectly. The cold blast from the AC did nothing to cool the storm of emotions swirling in Karl's head. Valencia, lounging in her seat like she owned the world, seemed to be enjoying every second of the tension. Her calm, almost predatory gaze never left him. Meanwhile, Karl's mind raced, torn between moral dilemmas and the relentless weight of the system he was up against. It felt like walking a razor's edge, every step more precarious than the last.

    The campervan hummed softly as it rolled down an empty road lit by flickering streetlights. Shadows danced across the interior, giving the space an almost eerie feel. Layla sat in the back, as silent as a ghost. She hadn't said a word in what felt like hours, but Karl knew better than to think she wasn't paying attention. Layla was always listening. She was the kind of presence that lingered, even when unnoticed.

    ---

    [ Quest Reminder ]

    [ Keep your emotions in check. Focus on the main goal. ]

    ---

    Karl closed his eyes for a moment, drawing in a deep breath. The words flashed in his mind like a neon sign, relentless and impossible to ignore. He knew what they meant—what they demanded of him. There was no room for distraction, no space for emotional outbursts. But Valencia? She was making it damn near impossible to stay focused.

    "Karl," her voice cut through the silence like a blade, sharp and deliberate. "What's the plan when we get to Unrill? I mean, surely you've got some grand strategy, right?" Her tone was light, almost playful, but there was an edge to it, a subtle challenge. Her gaze slid sideways to him, her lips curving into that infuriatingly knowing smirk.

    He cleared his throat, forcing himself to sound neutral. "First step? Find Zoey. She's tied to all of this. Layla's situation, the mess we're in... she's involved."

    Valencia leaned back, her eyes narrowing thoughtfully. "Zoey, huh?" She let the name hang in the air before sighing, her expression shifting to one of faint disappointment. "Well, I guess that's something."

    Karl's jaw tightened as his grip on the steering wheel hardened. "I never thought my life would end up like this—caught in the middle of some massive conspiracy. An online platform turning people into mindless sheep. It's disgusting. Especially when it's kids who end up suffering the most."

    Valencia chuckled softly, her laugh dripping with sarcasm. "Oh, Karl. That's noble of you, really. But maybe you should save some of that pity for yourself."

    Her words hit like a slap, and Karl whipped his head toward her, his eyes narrowing. "What's that supposed to mean?" he asked, his voice sharp despite his attempt to keep it steady.

    She shrugged, her smirk growing. "What do you think it means? You don't see it, do you? This mess you're in—it's not just bad luck or the system screwing you over. It's you, Karl. You never stop to think. You act on impulse, every time."

    Karl's lips parted, ready to argue, but no words came. Her accusation stung because, deep down, he knew she was right.

    "From the very beginning," she continued, her tone calm but cutting, "you've been playing with fire. You thought you had it all under control, but look at you now. Stuck. And why? Because you couldn't stop chasing quick fixes, easy thrills."

    A flare of anger rose in Karl's chest, but he forced it down. He turned his focus back to the road, jaw tight. Her words echoed in his mind, refusing to be ignored. She wasn't wrong. Every decision he'd made, every action he'd taken, had been reactive. He'd always believed he was solving problems, but in reality, he'd been creating more.

    Then a memory surfaced, unbidden: Glowsphere. The platform. Back when his life had been ordinary, Karl had been glued to it—mindlessly scrolling for hours, liking, sharing, commenting. It had felt harmless at the time, a distraction from the grind. But now, with the benefit of hindsight, he could see it for what it truly was.

    A weapon.

    Karl exhaled slowly, the weight of the realization pressing down on him. "Valencia," he said suddenly, his voice sharper than before. "You're right."

    She raised an eyebrow, clearly not expecting his agreement. "About what?"

    He turned to her, guilt and regret etched into his features. "About me. I've been impulsive. Stupid. I thought I was in control, but the truth is, I've been a puppet this whole time. Glowsphere—it got into my head. It shaped how I thought, how I acted, and I didn't even see it happening."

    For a moment, Valencia said nothing. Her smirk faded, replaced by an unreadable expression. "Well," she said finally, her voice quieter than before, "at least you're not completely blind anymore."

    From the back, Layla finally spoke, her voice breaking the tension. "You're talking about Glowsphere? That's what's been messing with you?" She sounded skeptical but curious.

    Karl nodded, his expression grim. "I used to spend hours on it. Thought it was just harmless fun. But it started creeping into everything I did—how I made decisions, how I thought. I didn't even realize how deep it had gotten."

    Valencia leaned back, letting out a slow, deliberate sigh. "That's the problem with Glowsphere. Everyone thinks they're using it, but really? It's using them. You're just one of millions, Karl."

    He clenched his fists, frustration bubbling to the surface. It all made sense now. He'd been so quick to blame everyone else for the chaos around him—the viral videos, Julia's ruined reputation, his own reckless decisions. But in truth, he'd been part of the problem all along.

    Valencia's voice softened, losing some of its usual sharpness. "The first step, Karl, is realizing you can't trust your own mind. Not yet, anyway. Glowsphere's rewired it—made you impulsive, addicted to shortcuts, blind to consequences."

    Karl met her gaze, sensing a rare sincerity in her words. "And the second step?"

    A small smile tugged at her lips—this one devoid of mockery. "You've already started."

    He frowned. "What do you mean?"

    "You're off Glowsphere, aren't you? No phone, no scrolling. That's step one."

    Karl paused, her words sinking in. She was right. He hadn't touched Glowsphere—or any screen, for that matter—in days. At first, it had been jarring, like losing a limb. But slowly, clarity had started to seep in, though it brought its own discomfort: the weight of his past mistakes.

    "Yeah," he murmured. "Maybe that's the first step. But it doesn't feel like enough."

    Valencia shook her head. "It's not. Cutting off the noise is just the beginning. Fixing how you think? That's the real challenge."

    She tilted her head, a glint of curiosity in her eyes. "By the way, where's your phone? Didn't you say you were practically glued to Glowsphere?"

    The question made Karl freeze. Memories stirred—hazy, disjointed. "I… I think I lost it," he said slowly. "Haven't seen it since—" His voice faltered as the realization hit. "Since John kidnapped me."

    Valencia's brow arched, her smirk returning. "Figures. Who knows what that creep's done with it?"

    Layla leaned forward, her tone firm. "If John has your phone, that's bad. All your data, your habits on Glowsphere… They could use it against you."

    Karl ran a hand down his face, the weight of the situation sinking in. "I didn't even think about that. If they crack into it, they'll have everything."

    "And we both know you're not exactly Mr. Privacy," Valencia quipped, her teasing laced with truth.

    ---

    Elsewhere.

    The room was dark, illuminated only by the faint blue glow of a computer screen. Chloe's fingers moved like lightning over the keyboard, her focus unyielding. Amber sat nearby, arms crossed, her gaze locked on her sister.

    "Got it yet?" Amber asked, impatience bleeding into her voice.

    "Almost," Chloe replied without looking up. Her eyes stayed glued to the screen as layers of encryption unraveled. "This isn't exactly high-security."

    John stood in the corner, his presence imposing despite his silence. "Hurry," he said, his tone low and even. "We don't have time."

    Chloe smirked but didn't argue. "Relax. I'm almost there."

    With a final click, Karl's phone unlocked, its data displayed in full.

    "We're in," Chloe said, satisfaction dripping from her voice.

    Amber leaned closer, her eyes scanning the screen. "What's there?"

    Chloe opened Glowsphere and froze. Her eyes widened in disbelief. "Oh my god. Look at this."

    Amber frowned, leaning in. On the screen was Karl's usage data—hours upon hours logged every day. Some days, more than ten.

    "Wow," Chloe muttered. "This guy never logged off—this is full-blown addiction. His brain's completely programmed. Every notification, every post—it's like he's on autopilot. No thought, no control."

    Amber's jaw tightened as she scanned the numbers. "Is this normal?" she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

    "Normal?" Chloe snorted, her eyes narrowing. "Not even close. This is straight-up addiction. He's not just using it—Glowsphere's using him. It's a feedback loop, a constant cycle of stimulation, like a drug. It's no wonder he's so messed up."

    John, who had been silently observing, finally stepped forward. His face was impassive, his cold, analytical gaze fixed on the data before him. Unlike Chloe and Amber, there was no shock or disbelief on his face—just resignation.

    "All this proves one thing," he said quietly, his voice lacking any emotion. "Karl isn't dangerous because of his powers. He's dangerous because Glowsphere has made him weak."

    Chloe looked up at him, her brows furrowing in confusion. "What do you mean?"

    John's eyes narrowed as he turned toward the window, his back now to the others. "He's not thinking for himself anymore. Every action, every decision—it's all programmed by Glowsphere. His impulses, his reactions—they're automatic. And that makes him unpredictable. Weak."

    His words hung in the air, heavy with the weight of an uncomfortable truth. The room fell silent as the implications settled in. Chloe's mind raced. What did this mean for them? For Karl? For the plan?

    "This is all their fault," John murmured, more to himself than anyone else.
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    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    John clenched his fist against the side of the window, his voice sharp like a whisper. "Glowsphere. They've been making a weak generation, easy to control. Karl's just one of the victims, but the impact goes way deeper than it looks."

    Amber, usually full of confidence, went quiet, trying to process her uncle's words. "But he's not totally dumb, right? I mean, he knows now, at least partly."

    Chloe smirked a little, her fingers typing extra commands on her laptop. "Know or not, he's way too deep in. Even if he stopped now, the Glowsphere algorithms have already shaped most of his personality. If we're gonna use him… we gotta be careful."

    John turned around, his gaze sharp. "Use him? Yeah, we gotta use him before we burn him out. He's gotta pay for all his sins!"

    Amber sighed, "Uncle! Don't kill him. He can only mess with human brainwaves for a short time. Yeah, even though he can do it in bulk and longer than we can."

    John nodded, "Sorry for being so stupid, Amber. I can't take it anymore, the memories of those orphan kids dying keep haunting me."

    Chloe went silent for a moment, then nodded, though a skeptical look still hung on her face. "Uncle, I'll still keep monitoring his data. If he slips back, we gotta be ready."

    John stepped closer, placing a hand on Chloe's shoulder with a bit of pressure. "We can't just go all violent anymore. You know how dangerous people like Karl can be if they feel controlled. For now, let's focus on what we've got and see if we can track any other patterns in his data."

    Amber, starting to feel left out, interrupted. "What if we use this to get closer to Karl? If he knows we've got his phone, he's gonna listen."

    John shot Amber a look. "We'll try that. We need to do it faster than the Neosia agents!"

    ---

    In the campervan, after two days of travel with Karl's quest notifications getting reset over and over, they were almost at Unrill.

    Karl shut his eyes, trying to plan the next move. But his mind kept drifting back to one thing: his phone. It wasn't just a device; it was part of him that was now gone. With all the secrets on it, it felt like a weapon pointed straight at his chest.

    "We gotta find it," he muttered quietly, almost to himself.

    "What?" Valencia glanced over from the driver's seat, eyebrow raised.

    "My phone," Karl replied. "If they still have it, that could be a huge problem. We gotta get it back."

    Valencia sighed heavily, like she was a mom tired of hearing her kid complain. "Sure, great idea. But how the hell do you expect to find it when we don't even know where they are?"

    Layla, sitting in the back, cut in with a casual tone, "You could try tracking the signal. You're the hacker, right, Valencia?"

    Karl sighed in frustration. "Yeah, Valencia, you gotta track it!"

    Valencia rolled her eyes at Karl through the rearview mirror, a small grin creeping on her face. "You know what we really don't have? A chance to think straight with you constantly acting like this. Listen to me. We're almost at Unrill. There, we can rest—and shower. You look like you just crawled out of hell."

    Karl was about to respond, but Layla laughed first. "She's right. We all need a shower."

    Valencia nodded, satisfied. "Great. We'll rest a bit, clean up, then think about your phone. I've got a safe place there—an apartment that's nice enough to make you feel human again."

    ---

    When they arrived at Unrill

    Night had fallen by the time they reached Unrill. Neon lights were blazing, casting vibrant colors on the wet streets. The city's hustle and bustle made it feel alive, like a heart beating non-stop.

    "We're going to the 40th floor," Valencia said, leading them to the elevator in a skyscraper. The lift was filled with glass panels showing off the city's skyline.

    Karl eyed Valencia suspiciously. "So, how'd you get all this?"

    Valencia just smiled, her face giving off a vibe that was hard to place. "All this? Hard work. And time. Lots and lots of time."

    When the elevator doors opened, Layla and Karl were both taken aback. Valencia's apartment was an architectural marvel. High ceilings with antique chandeliers. Huge windows showing off an amazing nighttime view of Unrill. Luxurious furniture that looked like it belonged in the medieval ages, sitting side by side with tech that was almost beyond their understanding.

    Layla leaned against the wall, her eyes scanning every detail of the room. "This is incredible. Do you even have time to enjoy all this?"

    Valencia chuckled softly, walking to the small kitchen in the corner. "I've enjoyed plenty in my life, Layla. That's why I entertain myself with using my words."

    Karl, still standing at the doorway, narrowed his eyes. "So, who are you really, Valencia?"

    She turned to him, this time with a serious look that was rare for her. She set down a glass of wine she'd just poured, then walked over to Karl. "You really don't get it?"

    Karl nodded slowly, still keeping his distance.

    Valencia sighed deeply. "I'm the last of the Noctis. A species almost wiped out. Maybe you've heard of us as myths or creatures in fairy tales, but I'm real. We… I, live a really long time. And when you live that long, you learn a lot. Collect a lot of things."

    Karl went quiet, trying to process this info. Layla, standing near the couch, gave Valencia a questioning look. "Wait. You've been alone for hundreds of years?"

    "Yeah," Valencia cut in. "I've been alone a long time. And I made sure to use that time well. This apartment, this wealth—it's just a fraction of what I've collected."

    Layla looked like she wanted to ask more, but Karl interrupted, "Why are you helping us then? What's in it for you?"

    Valencia smiled faintly. "Like I said, I just want to be entertained. And for now, go take a shower. You stink."

    ---

    After the Shower

    Karl stood on the balcony, dressed in neat, clean clothes that Valencia had given him. His mind was busy, trying to connect the dots about Valencia and everything that had happened. Layla joined him, carrying two cups of tea.

    "Here," she said, handing Karl a cup. "Valencia says this tea helps calm your mind. She's got good taste, if that's what you're worried about."

    Karl took a sip, then sighed. "Do you really trust her?"
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    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Layla looked up at the sky over Unrill City, deep in thought. "I think she's more than just an asset. She's not our enemy, that's for sure. But is she really on our side? Not sure."

    Karl stared at her. "She said she just wants to have fun and get entertained. You buy that?"

    Layla shrugged. "In this world? Anything's possible. But one thing's for sure—someone who's been around that long probably has a lot of secrets."

    Karl nodded slowly, agreeing. "I just hope those secrets don't come back to bite us."

    Layla gave him a little pat on the shoulder. "We don't know what's gonna happen. But right now, maybe we have to trust her. We need her, Karl. And she knows it."

    Karl stared at the sparkling city, trying to convince himself. The next storm would hit soon, and they had to be ready.

    ---

    The Next Morning

    Mornings in Unrill were just as crazy as the nights. The hum of electric vehicles mixed with automatic announcements blasting from holographic screens on the streets. Valencia's apartment, way up above all that noise, felt like a whole other world. Karl sat at the dining table, staring at the digital map on his tablet.

    Layla walked in, holding a cup of coffee. "So, you ready to get revenge for me, Karl?" she asked, all fired up.

    Karl closed his eyes, fingers tightening on the table. "Layla," he said, his voice heavy, "I'm not sure I'm ready for this."

    Layla stopped, her excitement fading. "What do you mean? Karl, you've come this far. You promised me!"

    Karl sighed, running his hand through his wet hair. "I... I keep thinking about my family."

    "That's exactly why, Karl," Layla shot back. "You've need to take out Angeline first, then you can save your family!"

    Karl looked down and mumbled, "Do I really need to do stuff like that again?" His mind remembered about Elena and Julia.

    Layla smiled faintly, then gently set her coffee down on the table. She moved closer, standing behind Karl, who was still bent over, lost in doubt. Without warning, she wrapped her arms around his neck, pulling him into a warm but intense hug.

    "Karl," she whispered in his ear, voice soft but teasing, "You know this isn't just about me. Everything you do... every step, every sacrifice... it's for your family too, right?"

    Karl's body tensed, and he didn't move, letting Layla pull him closer. He stared blankly at the digital map, his mind in chaos.

    "Yeah... but I've already lost so much," he muttered, his voice breaking. "I don't want to lose more."

    Layla chuckled lightly, her voice sweet yet venomous. "You won't lose anything, Karl. You're just taking what's rightfully yours. You're strong, stronger than anyone I've ever met." Her fingers traced his shoulder, sliding slowly down to his chest. "And about... those sacrifices you're worried about," she continued, "don't think of them as a burden. Think of it as part of the game. A step toward victory."

    Karl closed his eyes, his body shuddering lightly. "I'm not sure I can do it again, Layla. I'm already too messed up... too broken."

    Layla spun Karl around so they were facing each other. She looked into his eyes, a mix of sincerity and manipulation in her gaze. "Messed up? Broken? You think your family will care about that when you save them? They just want you back... no matter what it takes. And Angeline? She won't stop until she has everything. She'll even take your family away from you."

    Karl stayed silent, and in that quiet moment, Layla stepped closer, reducing the space between them. "I know," she said softly, her voice still seductive, "you feel guilty. But listen, Karl, I'm here. I'm here for you. If you need... an escape, or someone to share your burden with, I can be that for you."

    She tilted her head slightly, her smile growing wider. "We can do this together, Karl. You and me. It's not just about revenge, but about fighting through that pain. I can make you feel alive again, even if it's just for a moment."

    Karl turned his gaze away, his breath heavy. Layla seized the moment of doubt, taking his hands in hers and squeezing them tightly. "Picture this, Karl," she urged. "You don't just get sexual satisfaction—you get revenge, justice for everyone the Glowsphere hurt—but you also get a safe, whole family. It's all right there. All you need to do is act."

    "And as for... us," Layla added, pressing her lips to Karl's ear, "I promise you, you'll get more than you ever imagined."

    Karl bit his lip, his body hot, his thoughts blurring between logic and primal desire. But under the growing urge, guilt surfaced again, reminding him of who he used to be before he got tangled up in all this chaos. "Layla..." he whispered, but he couldn't continue.

    Layla smiled, satisfied that the seeds of doubt were turning into certainty. She hugged him once more, then stepped back slowly, giving Karl room to think it through. "Think this through, Karl. Our world's full of tough choices. But if you choose to stay quiet... you're just giving Angeline more time to destroy everything."

    She left Karl sitting at the table, giving him space to reflect, but not without leaving a deep mark on his mind. Karl stared at the digital map, but his mind was elsewhere—torn between his mission, his family, and the temptation that had just ignited inside him.

    Karl sat there, frozen, his eyes fixed on the digital map in front of him, but his thoughts were far away. His life used to be a constant stream of notifications, likes, and messages, trapping him in a whirlwind of busyness that never gave him a chance to really stop and think. Social media filled every empty space in his life, distracting him from reality until he found himself caught in a world built by algorithms.

    Now, without the constant buzz of his phone, without the digital distractions that usually filled every second of his life, Karl felt trapped in an empty space he never realized was there. All the pent-up thoughts now flooded his mind, and it wasn't pleasant.

    "Do I really want this?" he thought, questioning himself. For so long, he had just gone along with the flow, living life based on instructions and achievements set by the digital world. But now, it felt like he had no control over anything. He felt like an empty shell, moving only in response to impulses without knowing the point of it all.

    "Is this what I want?" he thought again, staring blankly at the map, which now looked like a symbol of emptiness. For years, he had felt connected to the world through social media, feeling seen, feeling important. But now, the reality was so silent, and no one could give him any answers. Everything felt hollow.

    Karl's chest tightened, his breath quickened. Beneath the anxiety, he couldn't shake the truth that he'd lost so much—especially himself. He felt like a stranger in his own life. The outside world felt alien, even more so than the virtual world that had been his escape. When everything depended on algorithms and virtual connections, he never truly asked himself who he really was.

    Without distractions, everything seemed clearer, and it was crushing. All the decisions made, all the actions taken—were they really his? Or were they just the result of what had been programmed into him?

    "What the hell am I supposed to do now?" he thought, his hands trembling. He felt trapped in contradictions he couldn't understand. On one hand, he wanted to escape all of this, avoid the pain, and maybe live a more peaceful life. On the other, his family, his future, and everything he had lost seemed to bind him to a bigger game. And Layla—Layla, the tempting one, always there with promises of happines after revenge—was part of the poison seeping into him.

    He closed his eyes, trying to calm his thoughts, but the images—the ones of his ruined family, of his past filled with addiction and emptiness—kept chasing him.

    Suddenly, footsteps approached. Karl opened his eyes and saw Valencia standing in the doorway, looking at him with an unreadable expression. Without a word, she walked in and sat at the table across from him, watching him closely.

    "Still stuck in your head?" Valencia finally spoke, her voice softer than before.

    Karl lifted his head, looking at Valencia with eyes full of doubt and confusion. "I don't even know who I am anymore," he answered, his voice hoarse. "I used to... just go through life without thinking, without caring. But now I have to make these huge decisions, and I feel like I don't know who's gonna lose if I screw up."

    Valencia smiled faintly, but there was a hint of sympathy in her gaze. "You'll find your way, Karl. You'll find a way out, even if it's through darkness and sacrifice."

    Karl looked down again, feeling trapped in Valencia's words.

    "Is there really a way out, Valencia?" Karl asked, his voice barely a whisper. "Or is this just an illusion?"

    Valencia moved in a little closer, her eyes still locked on Karl. "Nothing's certain, Karl. This world's full of uncertainty. But one thing's for sure—you can make your own choices."

    Karl swallowed hard, feeling the weight of the decision in his hands. Everything felt suffocating, like the world was closing in and every option just led to more pain.

    Suddenly, a loud scream shattered the air, breaking the silence in Valencia's apartment. Karl screaming with a sharp pain that suddenly hit his head. Another scream followed, even sharper, filled with agony—Layla's. It came from another room, vibrating through the walls with such force that it froze Karl in place.

    He clutched his head, trying to calm himself, but the pain just kept getting worse. His body felt like it was on fire, like someone was ruthlessly digging into his brain. He collapsed from the chair, groaning. Layla, kneeling in the other room, looked helpless. Her sharp eyes, usually calculating, were now wide open, her body trembling.

    "Faster than I thought," Valencia muttered.
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    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Valencia rose from her seat with an eerie calm. She walked slowly toward Karl, who was sprawled on the floor, her eyes blazing with a confident aura. With a gentle yet firm movement, she knelt beside him as he writhed in pain, placing her hand on his forehead.

    "Relax, Karl. This is the effect of the tea you drank last night," Valencia said, her voice soothing yet authoritative.

    Karl cracked his eyes open, staring at her with confusion and pain. "What... did you do to us?" he asked haltingly.

    Valencia gave a faint smile, gently stroking his hair like a mother comforting her child. "That tea wasn't poison, Karl. On the contrary, it's the key to awakening the noctis blood dormant within you. The tea stimulates cell regeneration in your body, including the long-damaged parts of your brain—specifically the prefrontal cortex, the center of moral decisions and emotional control."

    Karl groaned, struggling to process her words amidst the searing pain. In the corner of the room, Layla began to recover as well, sitting up while panting, her face drenched in sweat. She glared at Valencia sharply.

    "You knew this would happen," Layla hissed. "Why didn't you warn us?"

    Valencia shrugged, her gaze shifting from Karl to Layla. "Because you needed to experience this yourself. The noctis blood isn't something you can ignore. The power within it is part of you, but you've been suppressing it—consciously or not. This regeneration restores what should have been yours: power, heightened awareness, and untapped potential."

    Karl gritted his teeth, trying to get up, but his body still felt heavy. "Why... are you doing this to us?"

    Valencia stood, looking down at them with intense eyes. "Because it will entertain me more. Hahaha!"

    Layla finally managed to stand, albeit shakily, glaring at Valencia with suspicion. "And what guarantee do we have that this won't kill us? You said this noctis blood awakens our potential, but you never told us the price we'd pay."

    Valencia smiled slightly, her expression serene. "You won't die... as long as you learn to control this power. But if you fail—well, your bodies might collapse from the excessive regeneration."

    "You're insane," Layla muttered, though her voice faltered as the realization sank in that she had no other choice. She glanced at Karl, still gasping on the floor, and guilt flashed across her face. "Karl... are you okay?"

    Karl nodded weakly, finally managing to sit up despite the lingering heaviness in his body. "I don't know what's happening... but I feel... different."

    "Different how?" Layla asked, crouching beside him.

    Karl shook his head, searching for the right words. "I feel sharper. More aware. But also angrier."

    "That's a side effect," Valencia explained, crossing her arms. "This neural regeneration strengthens not only your body but also your mind and emotions. Anger, ambition, even pain—they'll all intensify. But if you master them, you'll be far stronger than ever before."

    Karl closed his eyes, trying to sense the changes within himself. Something indeed felt different—like a roaring power waiting to be unleashed. He turned to Valencia, doubt still evident in his expression.

    As his mind calmed, Karl began to remember something strange. Julia's video had spread, Elena's video had spread, Jane's video had spread—Karl frowned.

    He tried to steady his racing thoughts. Memories he had buried started resurfacing, like shards of glass gradually forming a clear picture. He turned to Valencia with a sharp gaze, slowly rising despite his trembling knees.

    "Something doesn't add up," Karl said, his voice steadier than before. "Julia's video was leaked. Elena's video was leaked. Jane's video too... But there's one video that never got leaked."

    Valencia looked at him with curiosity, while Layla seemed puzzled by his sudden shift in focus. "What do you mean, Karl?" Layla asked.

    Karl averted his gaze, staring at the floor as though piecing his thoughts together. "The video of me and Zoey never surfaced," he said quietly, but his tone was full of conviction. "All the other videos were leaked by that streamer. But that one... never appeared."

    Valencia raised an eyebrow, seemingly intrigued by the puzzle Karl presented. "And why do you think that is?"

    Karl clenched his teeth, his anger rising. "I don't know. Could it be that Zoey knows the streamer?"

    Layla fell silent, her expression turning serious. "Instead of guessing, we should just talk to Zoey," she suggested.

    "Zoey is probably still working at the convenience store. I don't know her shift since Jane is no longer her manager," Karl replied.

    "Then we'll visit her tonight. For now, both of you should rest," Valencia said.

    ---

    Night slowly blanketed the city, clouds overhead casting a somber glow as streetlights reflected off the damp asphalt. Karl, Layla, and Valencia walked together, each with a different demeanor. Karl appeared restless, Layla maintained a calm yet watchful composure, while Valencia moved with elegant confidence. Karl wore a mask, his face now widely recognized.

    They stopped in front of a convenience store where Karl used to work. The automatic glass doors slid open, casting white light onto the pavement. Inside, the faint chime of an electronic bell mingled with the familiar scent of freshly cleaned floors.

    "She's here," Karl muttered, peeking inside and spotting Zoey behind the cash register. She looked tired, her once-neat hair slightly disheveled, but her face still carried a fragile elegance.

    Layla touched Karl's shoulder. "Zoey hasn't changed much," Layla said.

    Karl exhaled heavily.

    They entered slowly. Zoey, who was organizing sales records, looked up and froze as her eyes met Karl's. The pen in her hand dropped, and she stood rigid like a statue.

    "Karl," she whispered, fear evident in her voice. She could never forget Karl's eyes.

    Karl raised his hands in a gesture of peace. "Zoey, I'm not here to hurt you. I just want to talk."

    Zoey stepped back, her back hitting the shelf behind her. "Talk? After everything you did to me? Do you think I want to hear a single word from you?" Zoey still hid the part of herself that once enjoyed Karl's torment.

    Zoey glanced at Layla. "Wh-why are you here?" she asked, still recognizing her face.

    Layla stepped forward, trying to mediate. "Zoey, we know you have every reason to hate Karl. But this isn't about your past with him. This is about something bigger. Something that puts you in danger too."

    Zoey turned her eyes to Layla, her expression shifting to confusion and suspicion. "What are you talking about?"

    Valencia leaned casually against a shelf near the entrance, her sharp eyes observing the interaction. She said nothing, but her presence alone heightened the tension.

    Karl took half a step forward, speaking calmly but not threateningly. "The video, Zoey. Our video. It's the only one that was never leaked."

    Zoey's eyes widened, her face paling. "What do you mean?"

    Karl took a deep breath. "The other videos—Julia, Elena, Jane—all of their videos with me were leaked. But ours? I remember storing it on my computer, but why wasn't it leaked?"

    The room fell silent as everyone waited for Zoey's response.

    Zoey swallowed hard, her face pale but her voice steady. "What you're saying is... true. That video, it never got out." Her hands trembled as she gripped the edge of the counter. "But there's something you don't know. After everything with the other videos, I started noticing things that didn't make sense. It wasn't just about you, Karl."

    Karl's confusion deepened, his eyes narrowing as he stepped closer. "What do you mean?"

    Zoey hesitated, clearly struggling with her next words. "Alex... he came to me after your videos went viral, saying he had found a way to uncover some 'big proof' about you. He was so confident. But it didn't make sense. He wasn't acting like himself. And those two men—those guys in suits—they came with him. They didn't look like normal people. They were always watching him, whispering in his ear. Like they had some kind of control over him."

    Layla's brows furrowed. "Two men in suits?" she asked, trying to process the information. "Are you sure, Zoey?"

    Zoey nodded, her eyes darting nervously toward the door as if expecting someone to appear. "Yes, I'm sure. And I saw how they were pulling the strings behind everything. Alex wasn't the one in charge. Those two men—one of them, he always stood next to Alex, watching everything. It felt like they were manipulating him."

    Karl's fists clenched, his mind racing. "So Alex was being controlled by these people? And he... he had a hand in spreading those videos?"

    "Yes," Zoey said, her voice shaky. "But it wasn't just the videos of you. They were after something bigger. After everything started, I tried talking to Alex, tried to warn him. But those men, they wouldn't let him go. They threatened him, said they were going to do something worse if he didn't comply."

    "And the video of us?" Karl asked, his tone growing sharper. "What happened to that one?"

    Zoey looked down at the floor, her voice barely a whisper. "I don't know. I begged Alex to delete it, and he promised he would. But I saw one of the men, the one with the cold eyes... he said, 'We can't let this one go. This isn't just about Karl. This is part of the mission.'"

    A chill ran through the room. Valencia, who had been silent until now, finally spoke, her voice cold and measured. "Mission?" she murmured, a small smile curling at the corners of her lips. "Now this is getting interesting. So, it wasn't just about humiliating Karl, was it?"

    Zoey recoiled slightly at Valencia's presence, uncomfortable under her gaze. "I don't know the details," she said quickly. "But after the videos were released, Alex disappeared. I haven't heard from him since. And those two men—they just vanished too."

    Layla stepped forward, her eyes narrowed with suspicion. "You're sure you don't know anything else, Zoey? If these men were so dangerous, why didn't they go after you as well?"

    Zoey hesitated, her gaze flickering to the floor. "I don't know. Maybe I wasn't important to them. Or maybe they thought I wouldn't interfere. But there was one thing that seemed off."

    Karl leaned in, his anger and curiosity mixing. "What thing?"

    Zoey swallowed hard before speaking again. "The last time I saw Alex, one of those men—he was talking about someone else. He kept saying a name. Valencia."

    The room froze. The name hung in the air like a heavy weight. All eyes turned toward Valencia, who stood with a faint, knowing smile. Her calm demeanor did not waver.

    "Ah," Valencia said, as if she had been expecting this moment all along. "So, you've finally figured it out."

    Karl's eyes burned with fury as he took a step toward Valencia. "Valencia, do you have a connection with them? Are you involved in this—"

    Valencia raised a hand, cutting him off. "Calm down, Karl. You're jumping to conclusions. I never said I didn't know anything, but I also didn't say I was part of their group." She flashed a mischievous smile. "After all, isn't it more fun if I let you figure it out for yourselves?"

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦

  
  




  Chapter 84
  

  


  
    
    Chapter 84

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Karl stared daggers at her. "What the hell is this, Valencia? Who are these people? And what do they have to do with you?"

    Valencia sighed, the kind of long, drawn-out exhale that screamed ugh, can't believe I have to explain this. "Alright, I guess you deserve a bit of the truth... but just a fraction." She stepped forward, her sharp gaze cutting like a queen addressing her court. "Listen closely. I'm not repeating myself."

    Zoey froze, caught between fear and curiosity. Layla stood straighter, bracing for whatever bombshell was coming next. Karl, though? His fists clenched, ready to snap if Valencia pushed too far.

    "That name you heard—Glowsphere? It's not just some buzzword," Valencia began, her voice carrying a challenge. "It's a massive shadow organization. And it's leagues bigger than some small-time streamer playing puppet master in this mess."

    Layla narrowed her eyes. "So, the streamer's just... bait?"

    "Correct," Valencia replied with a small, cutting smile. "A disposable pawn being used by a far greater force. And that force? It comes straight out of Neosia—a tiny country most people think doesn't matter. But trust me, that's where Glowsphere began."

    Karl stepped forward, his fury barely contained. "And you know all this how? Don't tell me you're one of them."

    Valencia chuckled coldly, her tone making the room feel ten degrees colder. "One of them? No, Karl. If anything, I was almost one of their victims."

    Layla's expression turned serious. "What do you mean?"

    Valencia scanned their faces, her gaze chilling. "Years ago, Glowsphere reached out to me. They knew who I was—the last Noctis—and they wanted my power for their little project. They invited me to Neosia, promising some mutually beneficial deal. I knew it was a trap, but I went anyway. I wanted to see what they were really up to."

    Zoey, her voice soft but braver now, asked, "And what happened?"

    "When I got there, they showed their true colors," Valencia said, her voice sharp with disdain. "They didn't want cooperation. They wanted to harvest me—use my blood for their experiments. Glowsphere dreams of creating an army of superpowered people, like you guys, by tapping into Noctis blood."

    Karl and Layla listened, tension building as Valencia's words sank in.

    "But they underestimated me," Valencia said, her smile icy. "They locked me up in a secret facility, heavily guarded by their armed forces and their freakish Homo Obscura soldiers. I fought back. Alone, I took down dozens of them—including their so-called strongest Obscura. Sure, they can fake power with their experiments, but pure Noctis blood? That's untouchable."

    Layla hesitated before asking, "So... you escaped?"

    "'Escaped'?" Valencia let out a dry laugh. "No. I destroyed half their facility before walking out. That's why they've stayed away from me ever since. They know I'm not someone they can control."

    Karl's anger shifted, mixing with a grudging respect and doubt. "Is that why those two Homo Obscura that came after us didn't try anything violent? They're scared of you?"

    Valencia nodded. "Not scared, Karl. Smart. They know picking a fight with me is suicide. But this isn't about me." She turned to face him and Layla, her expression intense. "This is about you, Karl."

    Without another word, Valencia pivoted and walked toward the shop door. "Survive and get ready. I won't always be here to save you." With that, she was gone, heading for the campervan.

    ---

    After Valencia left, the room plunged into an awkward silence. Karl exhaled heavily, trying to calm the storm inside. His eyes shifted to Zoey, who looked like she wanted to sink into the floor.

    "Zoey," Karl said softly, his tone uncharacteristically gentle. "Are there any other secrets you're keeping from us?"

    Zoey bit her lip, her gaze dropping. Layla crossed her arms, trying not to lose her temper.

    "Zoey," Layla said sharply, "if you keep quiet, we're never getting out of this mess."

    "I... I don't even know where to start," Zoey finally whispered. "It all feels like a nightmare."

    "Start at the beginning," Karl said, firmer this time. "Why did you frame Layla back then?"

    Tears welled in Zoey's eyes as she looked up at Layla. "I... I was scared. And greedy." Her voice cracked. "I stole something. From that jewelry shop near school. I was just a stupid teenager who didn't think about consequences. I thought I could get away with it."

    Layla frowned. "What does that have to do with me?"

    "Angeline," Zoey spat the name like poison. "She saw me take the necklace. I figured she'd tell my parents or the cops, but no. She had a different plan."

    Karl leaned in. "What plan?"

    "She brought me to some sketchy warehouse," Zoey said, her voice trembling. "Inside were these men. They said they worked for someone who wanted to ruin Layla. They offered me money—lots of it—if I helped them. They gave me a script, told me to start rumors..."

    "And you just did it?" Layla cut in, her voice sharp. Her soft eyes were now blazing with anger. "We were friends, Zoey. How could you?"

    Zoey broke down, tears streaming. "I know! I know I messed up, Layla! But they threatened me. They said they'd turn me in for stealing—or worse."

    "And the money?" Karl asked coldly.

    Zoey nodded, ashamed. "I took it. I thought I could forget it all afterward. But the story blew up, Glowsphere twisted it into something huge, and I couldn't stop it. I wanted to confess, but it was too late."

    Layla shook her head, her face a mix of hurt and exhaustion. "Do you have any idea how much I suffered, Zoey? How many people hated me because of your lies?"

    "I know!" Zoey sobbed. "I know I can't take it back. I just... I'm sorry, Layla. I'm so, so sorry."

    Layla took a deep breath, forcing herself to calm down. "You can't fix this, Zoey. But... I get it. You didn't have a choice."

    Zoey nodded, still crying. "I... I just wanted to survive."

    ---

    Outside, Valencia tapped her fingers on the steering wheel, her gaze fixed on the darkening sky. A storm was brewing, literally and figuratively.

    Inside the campervan, Valencia tapped her fingers on the steering wheel, the rhythmic sound filling the silence. She glanced slightly at the rearview mirror, making sure the store was still within sight. Her exhale was long, laced with dwindling patience.

    "This kind of drama is pretty entertaining," she muttered to herself, her tone dripping with sarcasm. "But we don't have time to wallow in guilt or reheated reconciliation."

    Karl and Layla walked away from Zoey. Layla let out a small sigh of relief after hearing Zoey's apology.

    "Layla, don't you feel like doing something about Zoey?" Karl asked.

    "There's no need. I don't know how you see Zoey, but to me, she was the only person who ever really cared for me back then. Even though she slandered me, she did it because she had no choice," Layla replied.

    Karl nodded slowly, his gaze unreadable as he looked at her. "You've got a big heart, Layla. I'm not sure I'd be as forgiving if I were in your shoes."

    Layla gave him a faint smile, though the exhaustion on her face was obvious. "I just want to settle the score with the right people."

    As they climbed into the campervan, Valencia was already in the driver's seat, arms crossed. She glanced at them with a blank expression, as if trying to gauge the outcome of their conversation at the store.

    "Done sharing feelings?" Valencia asked sarcastically.

    Karl smirked at her, but before he could respond, a system notification popped up.

    [DING]

    [Uncommon Creature Detected]

    Karl's eyes widened as he scanned the area. He quickly noticed the three men in black suits who had approached them earlier.

    One of the suited men greeted them with a friendly tone.

    "Good evening," he said, his smile not quite reaching his eyes. His voice was calm, but the underlying chill made Karl and Layla instantly alert. Valencia, meanwhile, remained seated, her face unreadable as she stared at the man.

    "Are you following us?" Karl asked sharply, narrowing his eyes.

    The man shook his head slightly. "I wouldn't call it that. But we have a solid reason to be here."

    "And that reason is?" Valencia interjected, her tone biting as she stepped out of the campervan to stand beside Karl.

    The man gave a small smile and reached into his suit pocket, pulling out a black envelope with an ornate seal. "An invitation," he said, extending it toward Karl.

    Karl eyed it suspiciously, not taking it immediately. "What's this for?"

    "Glowsphere has requested a meeting. They consider this… diplomacy, to discuss an inevitable future," the man explained calmly. "Of course, you're free to decline. But delaying will only make things worse. We're offering you a chance to understand what's really happening, Karl."

    "Tsk… not interested," Karl grumbled.

    The man merely smiled, stepping closer and holding the envelope out again.

    Karl brushed it away. "I've got no reason to accept this invitation."

    The man's smile widened, his demeanor still calm. "Isn't your family enough to be a reason?" he asked, his grin turning into something more sinister.
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    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Karl froze. The man's words pierced his mind, shaking his already fragile composure. "What are you talking about?" he demanded, his voice trembling despite his best effort to mask it.

    The man in the black suit stood firm, unbothered, his smooth smile plastered on his face like a mask. "You're aware your family has been popping up in Angeline's videos, aren't you? And you do know Angeline's a major public figure on Glowsphere? So… how do you think she found your family?"

    Karl's eyes narrowed, his chest tightening with dread. He didn't like where this was going. Without thinking, he stepped forward aggressively, his fist clenched as if ready to throw a punch. Layla, standing to his side, grabbed his arm firmly, pulling him back before he could close the gap.

    "Karl, stop it!" she hissed, her voice urgent.

    Valencia, who had been watching the exchange silently, leaned against the campervan door, her arms crossed. Her cold, calculating expression didn't falter as she broke her silence. "Enough with the cryptic wordplay. If you know something, say it. Right now. Or so help me, you won't leave this parking lot alive."

    The man raised his hands slightly, a gesture of mock surrender, his smug smile fading just a fraction. "Easy there, I don't want this to get messy. Neither do you, right? Especially not in such a public place." He reached into the inner pocket of his jacket, pulling out a plain white envelope. "Take this. Read it. Decide for yourself if the lives of your loved ones are worth considering our offer."

    Karl stared at the envelope like it was a live grenade. "What's this?" he growled, his voice low and dangerous.

    "A invitation," the man replied simply. "What you do with it is up to you."

    The tension hung heavy in the air. Valencia's eyes darted toward the man's two companions standing in the shadows a few paces behind him. They were silent but intimidating, their hands resting casually on their sides, ready to act if things went sideways.

    With a sharp movement, Karl snatched the envelope from the man's hand. "If this is some kind of trap," he growled, his voice rough with anger, "I'll find you. And I promise, you won't like what happens next."

    The man didn't flinch. Instead, he gave a small, almost mocking nod. "I'll be looking forward to it." With that, he turned on his heel, his two shadows following close behind as they disappeared into the darkness.

    The moment they were gone, Karl spun around, his fury bubbling just beneath the surface. "I'm not playing their game," he snapped, his voice sharp and final. "They think they can control us with threats? No way."

    He walk to the campervan, hold the envelope on his hands. Valencia followed, her piercing eyes fixed on the crumpled paper. She tilted her head slightly, her lips curving into a faint smirk. "You know," she said, her voice dripping with calm sarcasm, "opening that might not be the worst idea."

    Karl glared at her, his frustration boiling over. "I'm not playing their game," he repeated through gritted teeth. "I don't care what's in that envelope. They think they can push us around? Not happening."

    "If this is about your family…" Layla spoke up, her voice soft but steady. She placed a gentle hand on Karl's shoulder, her eyes filled with empathy. "We need to know what they're planning, Karl. If they know something, we can't just ignore it."

    Karl exhaled heavily, his jaw tightening. The thought of his family in danger clawed at his insides, leaving him torn between anger and fear. After a long pause, he finally nodded toward Valencia. "Fine. Open it. But if this is some kind of setup, we'll make them regret it."

    Valencia chuckled softly, her fingers deftly breaking the seal of the envelope. "Now you're starting to think like a real player," she murmured, pulling out a neatly folded piece of paper. Her eyes scanned the contents quickly, her expression growing colder with every word. She handed it over to Karl without a word.

    Karl snatched the paper, his eyes narrowing as he read aloud:

    ---

    To Karl,

    We know about your strange ability to manipulate human sanity, and we know your potential. Come to this address, and all your questions will be answered. We don't want conflict, but we'll take necessary steps if you reject our offer.

    Location: Southrill Tower, Zone 7

    Time: Tomorrow night, 8:00 PM

    —Director of Glowsphere

    ---

    "Southrill Tower?" Layla repeated, frowning. "Isn't that Glowsphere's main office? Why would they want us to go there?"

    Valencia leaned back in her chair, a cold smirk tugging at her lips. "Why do you think? It's a trap. They want us to walk straight into their territory, unarmed and blind."

    Karl slammed the paper down on the table, his frustration boiling over. "But they mentioned my family," he muttered, his voice thick with emotion. "If they really know something about them… I can't just ignore it."

    Valencia sat up, fixing him with a sharp, piercing stare. "And that's exactly what they're counting on," she said, her tone sharp as a blade. "They're using your weakness against you. They know you'll jump at the bait the moment they mention your family."

    Layla stepped closer, her hand resting lightly on Karl's arm. "We don't have to go in without a plan. We can scout the area, figure out what we're walking into. We'll be prepared, Karl."

    Karl's jaw tightened as he weighed their words. Finally, after what felt like an eternity, he nodded. "We've got until tomorrow night. If we decide to go, I'm making sure we're ready for whatever they throw at us."

    Valencia smirked, a dangerous glint in her eyes. "Good. About time you started thinking like a strategist."

    The tension lingered, heavy and suffocating. The trio fell silent, their thoughts consumed by the message in the envelope. But before they could plan their next move, the sound of heavy footsteps echoed from outside, cutting through the still night air.

    The three of them exchanged a glance before spinning toward the source of the noise. From the shadows, three figures emerged, their faces hard and unyielding.
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    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    At the front was John, a towering man with a presence as intimidating as his sharp, calculating gaze. Behind him were Chloe and Amber, their expressions twisted with barely contained anger.

    "Karl," John said, his deep voice resonating like thunder, "it's about time we had a little chat."

    Karl instinctively stepped forward, his stance defensive. Valencia and Layla moved to flank him, their bodies tense, ready to spring into action if needed. "What do you want?" Karl demanded, his tone dripping with hostility.

    Chloe stepped forward, her tone cutting like a blade. "Don't act like the victim here, Karl. You might be playing hero now, but we know the truth about you."

    Amber, her expression filled with venomous hatred, jabbed a finger toward Karl. "After mass-murdering thousands with your 'gift,' what's next? Are you planning to finish them off with your undead?"

    Karl's face twisted with confusion and anger. "I don't know what you're talking about."

    "Don't lie!" John barked, his voice booming. "Thousands of innocent lives lost—people driven to madness, jumping to their deaths, causing chaos and destruction. And it all leads back to you. You and that damn power of yours!"

    Karl's breath hitched as John's words cut deep. He wanted to deny it, to fight back, but the memories came rushing in—memories of his careless actions when he first discovered his abilities.

    "I didn't mean for any of that to happen!" he finally burst out, his voice cracking. "I was reckless. I didn't understand what I was doing. But I never wanted anyone to die!"

    "And yet, they did," John shot back, his eyes cold and merciless. "You think you can just walk away from the blood on your hands? You owe this world, Karl. It's time to start paying your debt."

    Amber stepped forward, her voice icy. "If you really regret what you've done, use your power to fix it. Hack their minds. Erase the evil. Give people a chance to live in peace."

    Karl shook his head, his frustration bubbling over. "You don't get it. My power doesn't work like that. The effects don't last. Their sanity comes back, and I can't—won't—use it to control people over and over again."

    Chloe let out a bitter laugh. "So you'll just sit back and do nothing? Thousands are dead because of you, Karl. Their blood is on your hands."

    John stepped closer, his towering figure casting a shadow over Karl. "You don't get to walk away from this. You either use your power to make the world a better place, or we make sure you can never use it again."

    Valencia stepped in, her voice sharp and cutting like a blade. "Enough. You're not heroes. You're just looking for someone to blame. If you think bullying Karl into submission is the answer, you're just as delusional as the people you claim to despise."

    John turned his icy gaze on Valencia, clearly unimpressed. "Stay out of this," he warned. "You have no idea what's at stake here."

    "Oh, I have plenty of ideas," Valencia shot back, her tone dripping with venom. "And I know people like you. You think you're doing the world a favor, but really, you're just fueling your own self-righteous crusade. You're no better than the chaos you're trying to stop."

    Layla stepped forward, her hand raised in a calming gesture. "Let's not escalate this," she said, her voice soft but firm. "We all want the same thing—a better world. But forcing Karl to abuse his power won't solve anything. It'll just create a new cycle of suffering."

    Chloe sneered, her lip curling in disdain. "Oh, please. Don't act like you're on the moral high ground. Protecting him after everything he's done? That makes you complicit."

    Layla's eyes hardened. "Protecting him doesn't mean ignoring his mistakes. It means giving him the chance to make things right in a way that doesn't destroy him—or anyone else."

    Amber's expression twisted with anger. "You think he deserves a chance? After the lives he's ruined? The families he's torn apart? He's a monster, and monsters don't get second chances."

    Karl, who had been silent, finally found his voice. "I'm not a monster," he said, his voice low but steady. "I'm just someone who made mistakes—horrible mistakes that I'll carry with me for the rest of my life. But I'm not going to let you or anyone else turn me into a tool for your twisted version of justice."

    John's face darkened, his towering presence even more menacing. "Then you're just as selfish as I thought. You have the power to change everything, and you refuse to use it because you're afraid. You don't deserve that power."

    Karl clenched his fists, his body trembling with a mix of anger and guilt. "It's not about fear," he said through gritted teeth. "It's about responsibility. You think using my power to control people makes me a hero? It doesn't. It makes me a tyrant."

    "Tyranny is better than chaos!" John snapped, stepping closer. "At least under control, people have a chance to survive. But if you keep hiding, keep refusing to act, more people will die. Their blood will be on your hands—again."

    Valencia stepped between them, her eyes blazing with fury. "Back off," she snarled. "You don't get to judge him. Not when you're willing to sacrifice everything for your own agenda. You're not heroes. You're just another group of manipulators looking for a pawn."

    John glared at her, his jaw tight. For a moment, it seemed like he might lash out, but instead, he stepped back, his expression cold and calculating. "You're making a mistake," he said quietly. "All of you. But when the world falls apart again, and the blood starts spilling, remember this moment. Remember that you chose to protect the man responsible."

    He turned on his heel, motioning for Chloe and Amber to follow. Chloe threw one last venomous look at Karl before turning away, while Amber hesitated, her face a storm of conflicting emotions. But ultimately, she followed John into the shadows, leaving the group alone in the dim light of the parking lot.

    The silence that followed was deafening. Karl let out a shaky breath, his shoulders slumping as the weight of the confrontation settled over him. Layla placed a gentle hand on his arm, her expression filled with concern. "Are you okay?"

    "No," Karl admitted, his voice barely above a whisper. "I don't know if I'll ever be okay."

    Valencia sighed, crossing her arms. "Forget them. They don't matter. What matters is what we do next. And right now, we need to figure out what Glowsphere wants from you."

    Karl nodded, his jaw tight. "They know about my family. That's not something I can ignore."

    "Then we plan," Valencia said firmly. "If we're going to walk into their trap, we're doing it on our terms."

    Layla gave a small smile, her hand still resting on Karl's arm. "We'll get through this, Karl. Together."

    For the first time that night, Karl felt a flicker of hope. It wasn't much, but it was enough to keep him moving forward. As the three of them retreated into the campervan, the weight of the unknown loomed large, but so did their determination to face it—whatever it might bring.
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    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Night at Valencia's Apartment.

    Karl was slouched deep into the plush sofa of Valencia's opulent apartment, his body sinking heavily against the cushions. His mind was still trapped in the chaotic whirlwind of the meeting with John, Chloe, and Amber. The spacious room, adorned with towering windows showcasing the city's glittering skyline, felt cold and uninviting in its stifling silence.

    Layla appeared from the kitchen, silently offering Karl a glass of water. Meanwhile, Valencia stood near the window, her arms crossed as she gazed out, her expression unreadable.

    "You think they're right?" Karl finally broke the silence, his voice low and tinged with uncertainty.

    Layla sat beside him, her eyes soft and searching. "Karl, you're not seriously buying all that garbage they spewed, are you?"

    Karl didn't answer immediately, his gaze fixed blankly on the floor. "I... I don't know anymore. What they said—about the trauma I've caused, about the people who've died—it might be true."

    Valencia turned sharply, her icy stare piercing through Karl. "You can wallow in that guilt for the rest of your life, but it won't change a thing. They're just using your conscience to force you into their little game."

    "But what if they're right?" Karl's voice trembled as he looked up at her. "What if I really am the monster they claim I am?"

    Valencia strode over, her tone sharp as a blade. "If you were a monster, you wouldn't care. You wouldn't feel this guilt eating away at you. Stop torturing yourself and focus on what actually matters—protecting your family and making sure they never get to you again."

    Layla reached out, resting her hand gently on Karl's. "She's right. You've paid enough for your past mistakes. Don't let them drag you any deeper."

    Karl sighed heavily. "So, what do we do? They know about my family. They know my weaknesses."

    Valencia smirked, a glint of determination in her eyes. "Then we play their game—but by our rules. We plan."

    ---

    Strategizing

    Valencia pulled out a sleek device from her desk, projecting a digital map onto the wall. The city's layout sprang to life, highlighting Southrill Tower—the location mentioned in the Glowsphere's cryptic message.

    "This is their operations hub," Valencia explained, pointing to the tower. "If we go there, we need to expect traps. But it's also an opportunity to gather intel on their next move."

    "And we need to get your family out," Layla added. "We don't know how far Glowsphere's reach extends, but we can't leave them vulnerable."

    Karl nodded slowly. "Alright. Two priorities, then. First, securing my family's safety. Second, figuring out how to deal with Glowsphere without walking straight into their trap."

    Valencia gave a sly grin. "Your Undead could handle that. Use them to evacuate your family without leaving a trace."

    Layla nodded at Karl, her gaze steady. "We'll deal with Glowsphere if things go south. You just focus on your family."

    Karl's tense expression softened slightly. "Thank you. I couldn't do this without you two."

    ---

    A Quiet Moment on the Balcony

    After the plan was laid out, the tension in the apartment eased. Layla stepped out onto the balcony, savoring the cool night air. Karl followed moments later, carrying two mugs of tea.

    "For you," he said, handing her one.

    Layla smiled faintly as she took it. They stood side by side, gazing at the sparkling city below.

    "Never thought we'd make it this far," Layla murmured. "Everything we've been through... it feels like an endless nightmare."

    Karl nodded, sipping his tea. "Same here. Sometimes, I wonder if I even deserve your help. Not after everything I've done."

    Layla turned to him, her eyes brimming with emotion. "Stop blaming yourself, Karl." Layla stopped a while, and says something different "You know, I was thinking about revenge everyday?"

    She paused, her gaze drifting to the stars. "Now I know it doesn't matter.  There's only one thing that does."

    Karl glanced at her, puzzled. "What's that?"

    Layla lowered her head, her voice barely above a whisper. "You. I don't care about your past or who you were. I just want to be part of your life... your family."

    Karl froze, startled by her confession. Layla's voice cracked as she continued. "But I know I don't deserve it. My body, my life... they're tainted. Too many men have used me. I'm... broken."

    Karl set his mug down and moved closer, his gaze warm and resolute. "Layla..."

    He gently cupped her cheek, forcing her to meet his eyes. "I'm no saint either. My life's a mess of mistakes. But if you want to be part of it, I'd never turn you away."

    Layla's tears spilled freely as she choked on a quiet sob. Karl simply smiled, pulling her into a firm, comforting embrace.

    Under the glowing city lights, they found a fleeting moment of solace, as though, for just a while, the scars of their pasts faded into the night.

    ---

    Night at Southrill Tower

    Karl, Valencia, and Layla stood at the base of Southrill Tower, a futuristic structure radiating power and menace. The entrance was guarded by security personnel clad in black, armed with advanced tech.

    Karl stepped forward to address the guard at the front. "I'm here for my family. I've followed your instructions."

    The guard eyed Valencia and Layla with a sneer. "You can enter, Karl. But they stay outside."

    Valencia bristled, her voice sharp. "Why? We came together. He's not going in there alone."

    The guard smirked. "We're not risking our facility being wrecked again by a noctis like you."

    Valencia's hands clenched into fists, trembling with restrained fury.

    Layla stepped forward, but Karl stopped her with a hand. "It's okay. I'll go in alone. Stay with Valencia."

    "Karl, it's a trap!" Valencia snapped.

    "I know," Karl replied quietly, his gaze steady. "But they have my family. I have to go."

    Reluctantly, Valencia and Layla backed down. The guards opened the door, and Karl stepped inside, leaving his companions behind.

    ---

    Inside Southrill Tower

    Karl walked through the sleek, minimalist corridors until he reached a man waiting at the end. The stranger wore a pristine white suit, his neatly styled hair and sharp glasses giving him an air of calculated intelligence.

    "Welcome, Karl," the man greeted, his tone dripping with false warmth. "I'm Vincent. The genius who manipulates mankind."

    Karl's expression was stone-cold. "I don't care who you are. I just want my family."

    Vincent chuckled, tilting his head as if amused. "Patience, Karl. Before that, let me... open your eyes."

    He gestured for Karl to follow him into a sprawling room filled with enormous screens. Each screen displayed snapshots of people scrolling on their phones, teens laughing at viral videos, and fiery online debates.

    "This," Vincent said grandly, "is Glowsphere. A simple social platform, yet look at the wonders we've achieved."

    He pointed to a screen showing a heated comment thread. "We stoke their anger over trivial things."

    Another screen displayed an influencer doing a foolish stunt for views. "We pay entertainers to flood them with brain-numbing content."

    And then a third screen, showcasing an online drama. "And this? Our masterpiece. Humans can't resist the spectacle of conflict. They watch, they engage, and we steer their thoughts."

    Karl's fists clenched as anger burned in his chest. "You're disgusting. What's your goal?"

    Vincent's laughter echoed, cold and unhinged. "My goal? To wage war without bloodshed. By destroying the youth of my enemies, I win without a fight."

    He gestured to another screen showing Glowsphere's skyrocketing user stats. "We've made them impulsive, impatient, and addicted to fleeting rewards. They've stopped caring about substance or process."

    Karl's voice was thick with fury. "You're destroying their lives! Stealing their future!"

    Vincent stepped closer, his grin sinister. "Exactly. Humans are so easy to manipulate. And now, Karl, let's see how far you'll go to save your precious family."

    Karl tried to keep his cool, but deep down, he knew he had to find a way to stop Vincent and take down Glowsphere, no matter the cost.

    He stood still, anger bubbling up inside him. Before he could say anything, though, Vincent leaned in, his smug face mere inches from Karl's, staring him down with a condescending grin.

    "You know, Karl," Vincent said, his voice low and dripping with mockery, "you're one of the best examples of the kind of youth I've successfully ruined."

    Karl dropped his head slightly. "Yeah, I get it. Quit the crap already."

    Vincent let out a sharp laugh, the sound bouncing off the walls, each note designed to poke at Karl's nerves. The guy stood tall, radiating smugness, his smile peeling back the layers of doubt and guilt buried in Karl's heart.

    "Do you realize, Karl," Vincent continued, his tone patronizing, "your father wasn't sick, like your sister told you. No mysterious illness or medical complications. Want to know what actually happened?"

    Karl's eyes shot up, a storm of confusion and rage brewing on his face. "What are you trying to say? Stop messing with me!"

    Vincent shrugged lazily, tapping away at the tablet in his hand like he had all the time in the world. "Come on, Karl. You're sharp, right? Your father? He was a victim of an accident. Or, to be precise… a victim of your crazy experiments. Remember the time you used that freaky power of yours, when humanity collectively lost its brains and started wandering into traffic like zombies?"

    Karl froze, his eyes widening as long-buried memories clawed their way back into his mind.

    "No…" he muttered, his voice barely audible.

    "Oh, yes," Vincent said with a predator's grin, clearly relishing the pain in Karl's expression. "That day, as a Homo Obscura, I felt it—a massive, freaky wave that messed with ordinary humans. And among those affected…" Vincent paused, savoring the tension, "…was your dear father."
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    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Karl just stood there, frozen. His mouth moved like he wanted to say something, but no words came out. All those faint pieces of memory suddenly surfaced—flashes of light, screams, and then deadly silence. He knew Vincent wasn't lying.

    "Ah, look at your face," Vincent sneered, stepping closer to Karl with a smug grin. "You don't have to say anything. I already know. It's true, isn't it? You're the one who caused all this. The root of your family's tragedy."

    Karl clenched his fists so tightly that his knuckles turned white, but he still said nothing.

    "And you know what's even funnier?" Vincent leaned in closer, his face just inches from Karl's. "Your remaining family—your mom, your sister—they're in Neosia. Right under my control. And do you know why I haven't hurt them yet?"

    Karl stared at Vincent, his eyes icy but filled with rage. Vincent chuckled softly, pleased with the reaction.

    "Because they're perfect pawns in my game. Imagine it, Karl. You, known as a mass-murdering monster, begging me for mercy just to save them. Ironic, isn't it?"

    Karl swallowed hard, still refusing to speak. Guilt, hatred, and fear swirled together, burning inside him. Vincent grinned wider and stepped back, spreading his arms as if inviting Karl into his trap.

    "You've got no other choice, Karl. If you want to save your family, come with me. Neosia will be your stage, and I'll be the director."

    Karl stood tall, though his body felt as heavy as if it were weighed down by tons of stone. With a low, determined voice, he finally spoke.

    "If they're in Neosia, I'll go. But not for you, Vincent. I don't care about your plans or your dirty games. I just want to save my family."

    Vincent smirked and walked toward a side door, motioning for Karl to follow. "Alright then, hero-without-a-crown. Let's see how far you can last in this game."

    Karl clenched his fists tighter. He knew it was probably a trap, but he had no other choice. Even if Karl was seen as society's trash, his family meant everything to him—and he would do anything to protect them, even if it meant facing a devil like Vincent in a foreign land called Neosia.

    He followed Vincent without a word, his steps heavy but filled with resolve. The long corridors inside Southrill Tower felt like a labyrinth, every corner packed with high-tech equipment. Anxiety and tension clung to him, but he refused to let them take over.

    "Come on, Karl. Don't drag your feet," Vincent teased, glancing back with a sly grin. "We wouldn't want to keep your family waiting, would we?"

    Karl gritted his teeth but didn't respond. He knew Vincent was trying to provoke him. Their journey ended at a glass-walled elevator that swiftly took them to the top floor.

    When the elevator doors slid open, Karl was greeted by the sight of a sprawling rooftop. A sleek black helicopter with spinning blades awaited them, its lights blinking under the windy night sky. Security personnel in black uniforms stood guard around it.

    "Get in," Vincent ordered as he casually strolled toward the helicopter. "You're gonna love this trip."

    Karl stared at him for a moment before stepping into the helicopter. He had no other option. He had to find a way to save his family, even if it meant playing along with Vincent for now.

    The helicopter soared into the sky, leaving the towering Southrill Tower behind. The city's glittering lights stretched out below like a sea of stars, but to Karl, they were just a reminder of the chaos he was diving into.

    Vincent sat across from him, wearing a headset and enjoying the ride as if it were a luxury tour. "Neosia," he said, glancing at Karl. "The land of endless opportunities. And of course, the place where your family is now. But let me warn you—this isn't your typical homecoming trip."

    Karl stayed silent, his eyes locked on Vincent. He was trying to decipher the hidden meaning behind his words.

    Vincent smirked and continued, "You might think I'm only using your family as bargaining chips. But the truth is, Karl, they're part of something much bigger. I won't spoil the surprise just yet, but trust me—this is gonna be a ride you'll never forget."

    Karl couldn't hold back anymore. "If you lay a hand on them—"

    "Shh," Vincent interrupted, holding a finger to his lips. "Save the threats for later. I'm savoring your despair right now."

    The helicopter's blades hummed in the silence, cutting through the air. Karl tried to ignore Vincent's taunts and focused on one thing: how to save his family.

    After what felt like hours, the helicopter finally landed at a private airstrip. The runway was eerily quiet, lit by scattered lights and occupied by a few luxurious jets. The lack of activity only added to the place's mysterious aura.

    A man in a sharp black suit waited near one of the private jets. As Vincent and Karl disembarked, the man bowed respectfully to Vincent.

    "The jet is ready, Mr. Vincent," he reported in a professional tone.

    "Excellent," Vincent replied, walking toward the jet with his usual leisurely pace. He paused and turned to Karl. "Come on, Karl. Your family won't wait forever."

    Karl followed, the unease in his chest growing stronger. The airstrip felt like one giant trap, but he had no choice but to press forward.

    Inside the jet, the interior screamed luxury—leather sofas, polished wooden tables, and large screens adorned the cabin. Vincent sank into one of the seats and poured himself a glass of wine from a waiting bottle.

    "Drink up," he said, offering Karl a glass.

    "I don't need it," Karl replied coldly, sitting in the seat opposite without touching anything.

    Vincent chuckled. "Still as stubborn as ever. Alright then, let's see how long that lasts."

    The jet began to move, and soon it took off. Karl stared out the window, watching the city lights fade into the distance. His journey to Neosia had begun, and he knew whatever awaited him there wouldn't be easy.

    ****

    Meanwhile at the same time when Karl got pick up by helicopter, outside Southrill Tower, Valencia and Layla were still anxiously waiting. The night sky had turned dark, and the city lights slowly illuminated the streets, creating a stark contrast to the worry weighing them down. Valencia leaned against the wall, arms crossed, occasionally glancing at the building's entrance. Layla sat on a nearby bench, staring blankly at the ground.

    "What's taking him so long?" Layla muttered nervously. "I feel like something's wrong."

    Valencia tried to reassure her younger sister, her tone firm but gentle. "Be patient, Layla. Karl knows what he's doing. He won't let anything happen to him—or to us."

    Moments later, a security officer dressed in black emerged from the building and approached them, clipboard in hand. His tone was formal as he spoke.

    "Miss Valencia, Miss Layla. I've been instructed to deliver a message from Mr. Karl," he said, his gaze shifting between the two. "Mr. Karl has departed for Neosia with Mr. Vincent for urgent matters. He requests that you return home and wait for further updates."

    Valencia froze for a moment, processing the information. "Neosia? Why would he go there without telling us directly?"

    "I'm only relaying his message, ma'am," the officer replied neutrally. "Mr. Karl asked that you remain calm and trust him."

    Layla stared at the officer, her expression filled with confusion. "Neosia? Why? He didn't even say anything…"

    Before the officer could respond, Valencia gently took Layla's hand. "Let's go home first. There's no point waiting here."

    Reluctantly, Layla nodded, and the two sisters left Southrill Tower. On their way back to Valencia's apartment, a heavy silence filled the car. Layla stared out the window, her thoughts clearly elsewhere. Valencia, focused on driving, couldn't stop the questions swirling in her mind about Karl's sudden decision.

    When they arrived, Valencia immediately hung up her coat and headed to the kitchen to make tea, hoping the warm drink would ease the tension.

    Layla sat quietly on the living room sofa, clutching a small pillow. After a while, she spoke, her voice barely above a whisper. "Why did Karl just leave like that? He always said he'd be there for me…"

    Valencia brought two cups of tea to the coffee table and sat next to Layla. Handing her a cup, she said gently, "Karl must have his reasons, Layla. He wouldn't just leave without a purpose. You know how much he cares about us."

    "But why didn't he say anything to me?" Layla asked, her tone bitter and her eyes glistening with tears. "Am I not important to him?"

    Valencia held Layla's hand tightly. "Don't think like that. You know how much Karl cares about you. But he has family he needs to protect too."

    Layla nodded slightly, though the sadness lingered on her face.

    Finally, Valencia spoke again, trying to steer Layla's thoughts elsewhere. "We have to trust that Karl knows what he's doing. For now, the best thing we can do is stay calm and be ready if he needs our help."

    Layla wiped her tears and nodded again, though doubt still lingered in her heart. "I just hope he's okay," she whispered.

    Valencia patted Layla's shoulder gently. "He'll be fine, Layla. We just need to be patient. Karl's not the type to give up that easily."

    And with that, the heavy atmosphere lingered throughout the night in their apartment. Despite their worry and unease, the two sisters clung to the hope that Karl would return safely.

    ****

    The night grew deeper, and Valencia's apartment was cloaked in silence. The glow of city lights filtered through the large living room windows, casting soft shadows on the walls. In the guest room, Layla was already fast asleep, her breathing calm and steady. But in her workspace, Valencia was still wide awake.

    She sat at her desk, the bluish glow of her computer screen illuminating her face, which bore a focused and slightly weary expression. Scattered across the desk were several documents and a nearly empty teacup. Her fingers tapped away at the keyboard with speed before pausing suddenly. She leaned back in her chair, staring at the screen as if trying to process what she had just read.

    After a moment of stillness, Valencia opened another folder on her computer. Her eyes fell on a photograph she had recently uploaded from a hidden drive. The image depicted the face of a young man—a face that was eerily familiar.

    A faint smile played on Valencia's lips, though it wasn't one of joy. It carried a mix of emotions that were hard to decipher. Speaking almost to herself, she murmured softly, "David… I never thought your son would look so much like you. And he has strange powers too, just like you. I wonder why he turned out to be such a pervert—were you a failure as a father?" She smirked.

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦

  
  




  Chapter 89
  

  


  
    
    Chapter 89

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    In the cold and quiet cube room, Karl stood tense, his mind spinning as he tried to piece together the bits of information he'd just heard. An unfamiliar feeling had settled over him ever since he arrived in the Republic of Neosia — everything seemed too advanced, too futuristic. Even now, he still felt like an outsider lost in a world that wasn't his. Vincent had told him to wait for a moment.

    "Glowsphere... Homo Obscura... what do they really want?" Karl muttered quietly, letting out a long sigh. The System suddenly popped into his mind, its mechanical voice monotonous yet familiar.

    ---

    [ Quest progress made. Time without dirty thoughts significantly extended to 12 hours. New record. ]

    Karl snorted, no pride in the achievement at all. Everything like Daily Quests, XP, or even Hijack Points, which once made him feel special, now felt nothing more than painful reminders of a life that used to be so much simpler.

    ---

    [ Weekly Spin available in 24 hours. Don't miss out on special rewards! ]

    "Shut up," he whispered, trying to ignore the notification.

    But before he could truly lose himself in thought, the System spoke up again.

    ---

    [ Upon reaching Level 10 and becoming an Intermediate Hijacker, you'll gain the ability to hijack Common Sense of Homo Obscura. This is a crucial step toward complete mastery. ]

    "Great," Karl muttered, a small smile breaking across his face. Hope flared up again — the ability to hack the Common Sense of Homo Obscura could be the key to fighting Glowsphere. But he knew the road ahead wouldn't be easy.

    The System responded.

    ---

    [ System adaptation to routine changes successfully completed. Please note updates to Daily Quest mechanisms and abilities. ]

    Karl frowned. "Updates? What do you mean? Explain."

    The System answered without pause, as always.

    ---

    [ Since being kidnapped by John, your routine has undergone significant disruption. As a result, Daily Quests were temporarily suspended to align with your irregular lifestyle. However, after the current active quest is completed, Daily Quests will be resumed daily to support your progress. ]

    [ The designed quests will be more flexible, but will still be oriented toward enhancing your abilities as a Hijacker. ]

    Karl took a deep breath, trying to make sense of this change. "So... Daily Quests will be back to normal? After this quest is done?"

    ---

    [ Correct. The system has adapted. This evolution is aimed at keeping you focused on reaching Level 10. Additionally, updates also apply to your active skills. ]

    "Active skills? You mean SpankSome?" Karl asked, a mix of curiosity and worry in his voice.

    ---

    [ Correct. The SpankSome skill will evolve into RadiantSpank when you reach Level 10. This evolution will drastically improve the efficiency of your ability. ]

    Karl squinted. "How drastic are we talking here?"

    ---

    [ RadiantSpank allows you to activate and control your ability with just your thoughts, without needing manual input like typing. This speeds up reactions and gives you more control over your target. Also, Hijack Points consumption will be more efficient, and effects can be adjusted for more precise results. This evolution will give you a significant advantage in combat or infiltration. Hijacked Common Sense will only affect a circular area around the Host, with ranges from a few meters to dozens of meters, even hundreds. ]

    Karl fell silent for a moment, processing it all. A skill that doesn't need typing? Just thinking it, and it's done? That sounded almost too good, even for him.

    "So, no more typing like an idiot? Just think, and it's done?" he asked, half skeptical.

    ---

    [ Correct. Maximum efficiency is the system's priority. However, please note: this evolution will only occur when you reach Level 10. Staying focused on leveling up is crucial to unlock this full potential. ]

    Karl snorted, but there was a flicker of relief in his expression. At least the System was finally moving in a more sensible direction.

    "Alright, I'll focus. But tell me one thing, System," he said, staring blankly at the cube's wall. "Why am I getting this power?"

    The System didn't respond right away. Its monotonous voice finally came after a few seconds of silence.

    ---

    [ Access denied, information cannot be provided. ]

    Karl let out a long sigh. "Of course. There's always a reason to keep something secret," he muttered. "Alright, I'll work toward Level 10. But remember this, System. Don't try to play me."

    The System remained silent, only offering one final notification before going quiet again.

    ---

    [ Your commitment has been noted. Good luck, Host. ]

    Karl stood there, surrounded by the silence of the cube room. Even with lingering doubts, for the first time in a long while, he felt like he had a clear direction — even if that direction led him deeper into the mysteries of Glowsphere and Homo Obscura.

    Karl glanced around the room. The cube was cold, almost sterile, with metal walls reflecting his restless shadow. But in the stillness, his mind started working. Level 10 was now his goal — a target that felt more real compared to the endless puzzle of Glowsphere and Homo Obscura.

    "RadiantSpank, huh..." he muttered quietly, almost speaking to himself. He stepped into one corner of the room, trying to steady his breathing and focus.

    But his mind wouldn't settle. He kept thinking about Homo Obscura, the Uncommon beings somehow tied to Glowsphere. So far, the information he had was minimal, just pieces given by the System.

    "If I can hijack their Common Sense," he said, speaking to the empty air, "does that mean they'll be just like normal humans?"

    Almost as if in response, the System spoke again.

    ---

    [ Of course. However, success depends on available Hijack Points as well as the Host's mental strength. ]

    Karl listened closely. This was new, and important information.

    "So, I'll need a lot of Hijack Points?" he asked.

    ---

    [ Correct. However, it should be noted that Homo Obscura have natural resistance to low-level manipulation. For stronger targets, besides needing more Hijack Points or ability enhancements, you'll also need mental resilience. ]

    Karl nodded slightly. "Means I'll need more power and... strategy," he said, half to himself.

    He started thinking about the possibilities that would open up with his new ability. If he could manipulate the perception of Homo Obscura, he might be able to shift the odds against Glowsphere. But there was one question that kept gnawing at him.

    "System, why are the Homo Obscura working with Glowsphere? They don't seem like the type to bow down to anyone."

    ---

    [ Limited information. However, based on available data, not all Homo Obscura work with Glowsphere. Some are allies, but many are a threat to both. Their motivations vary depending on the individual or group. ]

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦

  
  




  Chapter 90
  

  


  
    
    Chapter 90

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Karl let out a long sigh. The answer wasn't much help, but at least now he knew that Homo Obscura weren't just one solid enemy.

    "So, there are some who can be worked with," he muttered. "Or at least, not all of them have to be enemies."

    The System stayed quiet this time, giving Karl space to think.

    He stared down at the cold floor of the cube, his mind filling with possibilities. His main goal was to save his family, and he knew that to do that, he couldn't act on impulse—he had to play it smart. For now, he was just waiting for his quest to finish.

    Karl clenched his fist. "Alright. I'll wait for the Daily Quest to come back. Until then, I'll just wait."

    The System issued one last notification before falling silent again.

    ---

    [ Your record has been saved. Good luck, Host. ]

    With that, the silence returned. But this time, Karl felt more prepared. The road ahead was still full of mysteries, but at least he had some direction—and in a world like this, that was more than enough.

    The door opened, and Vincent appeared to escort him. "Karl, wanna visit your dad first or go see your mom and little sister?" Vincent grinned, clearly mocking him.

    "My dad? You even kidnapped him too?" Karl's jaw tightened.

    "Hahah... don't be like that, Karl. I'm just taking care of him. You owe me, Karl. Without Neosia's hospitals, your dad would be dead by now! Yeah, sure, he's still in a coma though, haha…"

    "Bastard!" Karl snapped.

    Karl was getting annoyed. He remembered the scandal had already been made public. His mom and sister knew about it. He felt embarrassed to face them. As for seeing his dad, Vincent said he was still in a coma, so Karl decided to check on him first, just to make sure he was okay.

    Karl and Vincent stepped out of the room and walked through the corridor to the parking area. A driverless car, with a sleek futuristic design, was waiting at the end of the road. The car's door automatically opened as they approached.

    "Hop in," Vincent said, pointing to the passenger seat. "This is gonna be an interesting ride, I think."

    Karl hesitated before getting in, eyeing the car's interior, which looked like a personal capsule surrounded by holographic screens. Vincent sat in the driver's seat, but his hands and feet never touched the wheel or pedals. The car started driving on its own, cutting through the streets of Neosia, which looked like something out of a future world.

    Throughout the ride, Karl's eyes were busy scanning the surroundings outside. Abstractly shaped skyscrapers made of materials that seemed to glow on their own stood to the left and right. The streets were full of driverless vehicles, moving like they were part of a choreographed routine, without any traffic jams or honking. Sidewalks floated in the air, and pedestrians used horizontal escalators to move from one place to another.

    "Looks like another world, huh?" Vincent broke the silence, his grin annoyingly wide.

    Karl turned his head, his face cold. "Yeah, I admit it's impressive. But I'm sure you didn't bring me here just for the view."

    Vincent chuckled. "Of course not. I just want you to see how far behind your hometown is compared to us. Look at all this. It exists because we don't have impulsive youths or procrastinators. This is the result of discipline and hard work."

    Karl snorted and looked back out the window. "You think I'll be impressed by your moral lecture? Not everything that glitters is gold, Vincent."

    "Oh, I'm not trying to convince you. I'm just making sure you understand the facts," Vincent replied with a sarcastic tone. "Here, everything works like a machine. No room for mistakes. If you want to survive here, you better learn fast, Karl. There's no place for slowpokes."

    Karl didn't respond, choosing not to escalate the argument. Inside his head, he tried to process everything he had just seen and heard. The advanced systems managing life in Neosia were amazing but also intimidating.

    The car continued its journey, crossing an air bridge connecting different districts. Below them, an artificial river with glowing blue water flowed through the city, flanked by perfectly manicured green parks. But despite all of this seeming like a utopia, Karl sensed something off—like there was a dark side hidden behind all this high-tech gloss.

    "Karl," Vincent's voice broke his reverie, "before we get to the hospital, don't you wanna see your mom first, and then head to the hospital afterward?"

    Karl gritted his teeth. "Don't act like you're my family!"

    Vincent laughed, his voice echoing inside the car. "Oh, don't get me wrong. I'm just making sure you know what your priorities are. But for your dad, I gotta say—he's only alive thanks to the tech here. Without our care, he would've been gone by now. Even now, he's still in a coma."

    Karl clenched his fists, his jaw tightening. "Bastard, don't pretend you care!" he snapped, his tone sharp.

    "Watch your temper, Karl," Vincent said lightly, a mocking glint in his eyes. "I'm just telling you the facts. You can choose to see him now or never. Your call."

    Karl closed his eyes, trying to calm his anger. After a moment, he opened them and looked straight ahead. "Take me to my dad's room. I need to make sure he's okay."

    The car sped toward their destination, leaving the futuristic streets of Neosia behind. In the silence, Karl thought about what he needed to do next. In a world that seemed perfect on the surface, he knew something wasn't right—and he had to find a way to uncover it.

    ---

    At the hospital.

    Karl followed Vincent down the modern hospital hallway, where blue and white neon lights illuminated every corner. The air felt cold, mixed with a stinging antiseptic smell. Every step they took echoed on the smooth linoleum floor. Vincent led the way, wearing a cynical smile that seemed permanently fixed on his face.

    "Your dad's in room 304," Vincent said, pointing toward a glass door with a number etched on it.

    Karl walked up, staring at the door for a moment before sighing and opening it. The room was dark, lit only by small lights by the bed. There, his dad lay unconscious, eyes closed. Karl told Vincent to stay outside, which he agreed to.

    Karl walked closer to his dad. Suddenly, the System gave a strange notification.

    ----[ Uncommon Energy Detected ]----
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    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    [ Uncommon Energy Detected ]

    Karl froze, his eyes locked on the holographic notification that abruptly popped into his field of vision. His gaze shifted to his father, David, lying weak on the bed, surrounded by cutting-edge medical equipment.

    Energy Type: Cosmic Energy (Dormant)

    Source: Patient in proximity

    Status: Suppressed (Dormant for 25 years)

    Suggested Action: Reactivate Energy? [Yes/No]

    Karl frowned. Cosmic energy? That's a term he'd never heard from the System before. But the real kicker? That energy had been dormant for 25 years—long before their lives took a drastic turn.

    "System, explain this further," he demanded, doing his best to keep the mix of curiosity and anxiety at bay.

    Cosmic Energy is a primordial form of energy, rarely found in humans. The subject is one of the few individuals possessing it.

    This energy holds extraordinary potential, capable of healing the body and amplifying physical and mental abilities. However, it is unstable without proper control.

    25 years ago, the energy was deactivated for unknown reasons.

    Karl stared at his father, confusion clouding his thoughts. As far as he knew, his dad was just an ordinary guy—an engineer with a simple life. What the hell happened 25 years ago?

    "What happens if the energy gets reactivated?" he asked cautiously.

    Reactivation would induce rapid regeneration in the subject's body, likely restoring consciousness.

    However, there is significant risk: without full control, this energy may become unstable and dangerous to both the subject and the surrounding environment.

    The System can assist with initial stabilization, but long-term control requires the user's expertise.

    Karl let out a long sigh, his mind racing through the tough decisions ahead. On one hand, this might be his only shot at saving his father, waking him up from his coma. On the other, the risks laid out by the System weren't something he could just brush off.

    "Is there a way to partially activate it? Just enough to wake him without triggering any destructive side effects?" he asked, hoping for a compromise.

    No. This energy is tied to the subject's soul core.

    Karl clenched his fists. This was a huge decision, and he knew there was no truly safe answer. Reactivating the energy could bring his father back—and maybe even uncover the truth about what happened all those years ago. But it also meant walking straight into uncharted and potentially dangerous territory.

    "I need answers, Dad," he murmured softly, before finally turning his gaze back to the notification screen.

    "System," he said firmly. "Activate the energy. I'll take the risk."

    [ Command Confirmed ]

    Preparing to initiate activation of Cosmic Energy.

    Stabilization process commencing…

    The room suddenly filled with subtle vibrations, and the small lights around David's bed began to flicker with unusual intensity. Karl could feel the air grow heavy, like something deep within his father was beginning to stir.

    "Let's hope I didn't just make the wrong call," Karl whispered, his eyes filled with both hope and caution.

    ---

    Meanwhile, in David's subconscious

    David sat in cold darkness, his mind drifting between reality and dreams. Though his body remained motionless, buried memories surged through him like a relentless flood.

    He found himself back in the past, at 19 years old.

    David stood in the corner of a crowded family room, surrounded by relatives laughing and chatting. Yet, he felt like a stranger among them. No one approached him; they all kept their distance. Then, it happened—the curious daughter of Johan, the family's golden boy, walked up to him.

    David watched the scene play out like a movie he couldn't pause. When the girl asked innocently about the "snake," he responded with a misplaced joke. What followed was a blur of misunderstanding: an accidental touch, Johan's furious strike, and a storm of angry voices.

    David saw himself beaten, his face bruised, blood trickling from his lips. He wanted to scream, to explain that it was all a mistake, but his voice was drowned out by the chaos. The girl's sobs pierced through the noise, but louder still were the lies she told—lies that shattered his life.

    The scene shifted to his exile from the family. Rain poured down as he stumbled away, carrying only a small bag of clothes. He remembered Erika—a light in the darkness—offering him a place to stay and a job to survive.

    The memories blurred, giving way to a vision of himself at 27, sitting in a cramped, lonely apartment. His days were monotonous, his life hollow. He stared at the mirror, seeing a reflection that no longer felt human.

    "Is this it? Is this all I deserve?" he whispered into the oppressive silence.

    Then, the light came—pure energy merging with him, transforming his body into something unimaginable.

    Now, David saw himself on a battlefield, moving with impossible speed and precision. Alien adversaries crumbled under his blows, his newfound power turning him into an unstoppable force. It wasn't just his physical abilities that surged; his mind sharpened, and his emotions hardened into steel.

    But then, a figure stopped him cold. A child stood in the distance, watching him with innocent eyes. It was Karl—his son.

    Karl smiled at him, but the vision twisted. Now Karl was crying, on his knees, pleading, "Dad… come back."

    David reached out, trying to touch his son's face, but the image dissolved. He found himself watching Karl from afar, his hands trembling, tears streaming down his cheeks.

    "I'm so sorry, Karl… Forgive me for failing you…" his voice quivered, laden with regret.

    In that empty void, David faced the weight of his choices. His newfound power might reshape his fate, but in his heart, he knew the only redemption lay in protecting Karl at all costs.

    Light enveloped him again, pulling him into a featureless white space. Within his mind, the voice of the Body Control System echoed:

    [ Body Control System Reactivated ]

    "What's happening now?" David clenched his fists.

    After its activation in the past, David had lived a new life driven by vengeance. The System granted him unimaginable abilities—controlling others, moving faster, hitting harder, and thinking clearer than any human could dream.

    Fueled by rage, David sought Johan, the man who ruined his youth. Johan, now a modest businessman, lived comfortably with his family.

    One night, David slipped into Johan's house, unseen and unheard. Using his System-enhanced powers, he forced Johan to rise from bed and walk to the living room, utterly unaware of his own actions.

    "How does it feel, Johan?" David whispered coldly. "Losing control of your own body?"

    Johan couldn't answer. His body trembled, his eyes darted around, desperately searching for an explanation. David forced him to relive the night he had been mercilessly beaten, replaying the memory in Johan's mind as if it were happening all over again.

    However, this revenge did not end in violence. David left Johan with deep psychological trauma—a perpetual fear that his body could be taken over at any moment, that he was never truly safe.

    David also confronted Erika, an old friend who had once helped him escape a dire situation. But Erika, whom he had considered the only good person in his life, turned out to be the one who had betrayed him from long ago.

    When David realized that, he felt a mix of anger and devastation. He destroy Erika's life. Using the Body Control System, he manipulated her into writing a lengthy confession about her dirty actions and sending it to everyone who think she's an angel.

    "Now they know what you did," David said, before disappearing from Erika's life forever.

    After a series of strange incidents involving David—people losing control of their bodies, inexplicable events happening without logical explanation—the government began to take notice. Several victims reported experiencing an "alien control" they couldn't resist, while witnesses described bizarre behavior, like people moving like lifeless puppets.

    David realized that the more he used his power, the greater the likelihood of being discovered. One night, while walking through a small town, he felt he was being watched.

    "Target detected. Capture priority: high," a mechanical voice blared from a drone hovering above him.

    Without hesitation, David fled. Enhanced by the system's speed, he narrowly escaped the initial ambush. But the chase didn't end there. The military and secret scientists were after him, determined to capture what they deemed a "biological anomaly."

    David recognized that his face was his most vulnerable identifier. He activated one of the Body Control System's advanced abilities: Molecular Reconfiguration, a technique allowing him to manipulate the structure of his muscles and facial tissues to alter his appearance.

    Standing in front of a motel mirror, he focused his thoughts. Slowly, his face began to change—cheekbones lifted, his jawline sharpened, his nose narrowed, and his eyes darkened. Within five minutes, David had become someone entirely unrecognizable.

    "Now you're chasing someone who no longer exists," he muttered to himself.

    One night, David sat in a dark room. In his mind, the Body Control System's voice spoke:

    [ Host has reached optimal limits. System recommends a choice: Continue usage to achieve ultimate control or deactivate the system. ]

    David fell silent. Memories of his revenge flooded his mind—Johan, Erika, and everyone who had wronged him. But he also thought of Lucy, the woman who had devoted her life to him, who had always supported him, obsessed and vowing to give herself entirely to David.

    "My revenge is complete. I want a peaceful life with her," David thought.

    Finally, with a heavy heart, David decided to deactivate the Body Control System. The system's final message was cold yet understanding:

    [ System will be deactivated. Thank you for being a host. ]

    David's body felt lighter, but also empty. He knew that although the power was gone, he now had something far more valuable—a chance to live happily with Lucy (Karl's mother).

    David decided to live with his new face and identity, leaving his dark past behind, and return to a normal life with Lucy.

    ---

    Meanwhile, in the real world, David's body began to levitate. Vincent rushed into the room, alerted by security cameras capturing the anomaly.

    "Karl, what are you doing?" Vincent exclaimed in shock.

    But Karl was equally stunned, as he had never imagined this would happen.

    David's body was enveloped in an eerie light, the medical devices attached to him detaching one by one. David opened his eyes. "Why is this power returning?" he muttered as his body gently landed on the floor.

    "D-Dad?" Karl stammered, staring at his father, who now looked different.

    David turned to Karl, a sly grin spreading across his face.
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    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Karl stood frozen, staring at his father, who was now awake, his body appearing younger and brimming with energy. The strange glow surrounding David slowly faded, leaving the room filled with an oppressive atmosphere. Medical instruments lay scattered on the floor, and the monitors displayed numbers incomprehensible to modern technology.

    David stepped forward, each movement light yet powerful. His gaze swept the room, pausing briefly on Karl's pale and tense face. Something was different about him. The usual calm aura he radiated was now replaced by something more intense, almost terrifying.

    "Why has this power returned?" David muttered, his deep voice filled with a mix of confusion and a faint edge of menace.

    "F…Father?" Karl finally spoke, his body trembling as he took a step back. "What's happening? I just… I was just trying to save you."

    David fixed his sharp gaze on his son, but a small smile played at the corners of his lips. He saw the fear reflected in Karl's eyes and softened his stance. He let out a long sigh, raising his hand and staring at his glowing palm before it returned to normal.

    "You've awakened me, Karl. But you've also awakened something that should have stayed buried," he said, his tone more melancholic than threatening.

    Karl tried to steady himself, but his mind was a whirlwind of questions. "Father, I… the system…," Karl struggled to explain. "I mean, I have something, and it said there's cosmic energy in your body. That it's been dormant for years. What… what's really happening to you?"

    Before David could answer, hurried footsteps echoed in the corridor. The door burst open, and Vincent appeared, his face full of shock.

    "Karl! What have you done? The monitoring equipment showed energy activity that… My God, this can't be!" Vincent froze when his eyes met David, who now stood tall, emanating an indescribable aura.

    David turned toward Vincent, raising an eyebrow as if evaluating the man who had just entered. "And who is this?" he asked, his tone casual yet authoritative.

    "I… I'm Vincent. Director of Glowsphere," Vincent stammered. "But… how is this possible? You were supposed to be in a coma. No one could wake someone in your condition—"

    David raised his hand, cutting Vincent off. "I don't have time to answer all your questions right now."

    He turned back to Karl. "The cosmic energy you've awakened is part of a past I left behind long ago. You want to know what happened, don't you? Fine. Listen carefully."

    Karl swallowed hard, but something more pressing overtook his curiosity. "Father, Mother and my sister were kidnapped by this country, Neosia."

    David looked confused, not understanding what was happening. "Then why am I here? I thought I was dead." He chuckled.

    "W-well, you almost died because of me," Karl admitted, lowering his head.

    Vincent, who had been silent, began to laugh. "Wow… so Dad and son both have powers, huh? You'll both be very useful to Neosia." Vincent's tone carried a sinister intent.

    Karl raised an eyebrow at Vincent, sensing something off. Vincent's laughter was too mocking, and his gaze hinted at something dangerous. David, now standing with his body full of energy, didn't seem particularly surprised by the veiled threat. Tilting his head slightly, he calmly studied Vincent.

    "Useful to Neosia?" David repeated, his voice low and deep. "You speak as if we're tools you can use at will."

    Vincent didn't back down. Instead, he stepped closer, though the lingering energy around David made him slightly uneasy. "I don't need to explain in detail. With power like this, Neosia will make sure you contribute greatly—willingly or not. Besides," he glanced sharply at Karl, "don't you care about the two women who are your wife and child, just like your son does?"

    Karl's heart raced. "You bastard!"

    Vincent smirked. "It's pointless to resist. Neosia is filled with Homo Obscura like me. You won't stand a chance against us all, and… I suggest you don't try."

    David chuckled, then burst into laughter. "Do you even know who you're talking to, you foolish creature?" He grinned menacingly.

    Karl looked at his father, seeing someone entirely different. To him, his Dadhad always been a corporate drone with a perpetual smile.

    "You… you said Homo Obscura? Tsk… creatures like you are always causing trouble," David said, holding his face. "You, or perhaps your friends, might remember this face." He grinned wider.

    "ORIGIN!" David declared as his palm glowed, and his face transformed. He glanced at Karl. "I'll explain later."

    Vincent trembled. "Y-you? That monster?"

    David smirked coldly at the fear in Vincent's voice. "Monster, you say?" He stepped closer, his footsteps thunderous in Vincent's ears. "You haven't seen what a real monster is, Vincent. But I can show you."

    Vincent tried to back away, but his body felt glued to the spot. Before he could utter another word, David raised his hand. A blinding light emerged from his palm, not emitting heat but an overwhelming pressure that engulfed Vincent's body.

    Karl stood frozen, both confused and horrified at what his Dadwas doing. He watched as Vincent's body began trembling violently, his eyes wide as if something was pulling the essence out of him.

    "Father, wait! What are you doing to him?" Karl tried to approach, but the energy surrounding David made it difficult to move.

    David glanced at Karl, his eyes now glowing like blue flames. "He's a Homo Obscura, Karl. Beings like him are part of a greater problem I once knew. You can't just let them live freely."

    Karl didn't understand but couldn't look away from what was happening. Vincent's body began to distort—slowly but surely. His face twisted and bent as if melting wax, his hands shrank, and his form reduced to something unrecognizable.

    "Stop! Please! I'll help you! Don't… DON'T!" Vincent screamed, his voice growing fainter and distorted. But David didn't stop.

    Vincent's body shrank further until it became a small orb with a face. The orb floated in the air, spinning between David's glowing fingers.

    David stared at the orb coldly. "Now you'll be useful, Vincent. You'll guide us to our family."

    Karl was speechless. "Father… What did you just do? You… turned him into a ball?"

    David glanced at him briefly, his expression devoid of remorse. "Just a little shape manipulation."

    Karl still couldn't believe what he was seeing. "But… how can you even do this? What are you, Father? And why did he call you a monster?"

    David approached Karl, carrying the orb that floated beside him. He placed a hand on Karl's shoulder. "I'll explain everything later, Karl. But for now, we must prepare. Before your mother starts losing her mind."

    "Huh?" Karl frowned.

    "Hahaha…" David laughed. "Karl, you don't really know her. Or rather, your mother and I have hidden it well. Your mother and I are much more than just ordinary people."

    "More than ordinary people?" Karl finally spoke, his tone full of doubt. "What do you mean, Father? What are you hiding from me?"

    David gave a faint smile, but it offered no comfort. "Karl, this world is far more complex than you imagine. Your mother and I went through some very dark times when... I was like a monster who knew no mercy."

    Karl swallowed hard, sensing something monumental was about to be revealed. "What are you talking about, Father? Monster? And what does Neosia have to do with all this?"

    David slowly walked to the center of the room, the cosmic energy surrounding him beginning to dissipate, making the atmosphere slightly more comfortable. He stared at the orb in his hand, then spoke, almost as if to himself. "Neosia... They were just a small country back then. I didn't think they'd still exist now."

    "Neosia is the light of the world!" Vincent, now reduced to a floating orb, snarled. "Restore me to my original form!"

    David merely laughed and tightened his grip on the orb. "Listen up, scumbag!" David's gaze turned icy as he glared at Vincent. "Take me to where my wife and child are, or you'll be shattered into pieces."

    ---

    Vincent led them to a building next to the hospital.

    Karl and David walked down a long corridor bathed in dim light. Ahead of them, the small orb containing Vincent floated anxiously, occasionally spinning as if trying to resist, but David only had to cast a sharp glance to make it stop. Karl, though brimming with questions, chose not to interrupt their journey.

    "There," Vincent said in a hoarse voice, the orb trembling in the air as it pointed toward a large door at the end of the corridor. "The main building… They're in there."

    David stopped, eyeing the tall, heavy door with its striking modern design. A large building with luxurious architecture stretched out before them. The door was made of gleaming metallic material that seemed unusual, as though it was protecting something highly valuable.

    "Good," David muttered, then turned to Karl. "Stay alert. We don't know what's waiting inside."

    Karl nodded, though his heart was pounding. He tried to steady himself as he followed his father, who moved with unwavering confidence. The small orb containing Vincent floated closer, visibly nervous.

    As the massive door opened, they were met with a vast room with a high, towering ceiling adorned with a magnificent crystal chandelier. A thick red carpet stretched along the floor, guiding their steps toward the center of the space. The room was filled with golden ornaments and glass surfaces reflecting soft light, giving the place a palace-like appearance.

    "This building feels more like a palace than a headquarters," Karl murmured under his breath.

    David gave a faint smile. "Classic tactic. Dazzle your enemy with luxury so they forget it's a trap."

    Karl swallowed hard, feeling a wave of unease. "Father, are you sure we can handle this?"

    David patted Karl's shoulder without saying a word, then moved further into the room.

    However, before they could reach the center, the sound of heavy footsteps echoed from all directions. Suddenly, dozens of armed soldiers emerged from behind walls and hidden passages. Their weapons were aimed directly at David and Karl. Their futuristic helmets emitted a faint blue glow, giving them a cold and inhuman appearance.

    Karl froze. "They... They were waiting for us," he whispered, his fists clenching tightly.

    David remained calm. He stood still, scanning every corner of the room, quickly assessing the situation. "Good," he said softly, almost as if speaking to himself. "They want to play seriously."

    One of the soldiers stepped forward, his movements heavy and deliberate. He held a small megaphone in his hand. "David and Karl," his voice boomed through the grand room. "You are surrounded. Surrender peacefully, or we will take more extreme measures."

    Karl glanced at his father, full of confusion. "What do we do now?"

    David grinned, his eyes once again glowing with a faint blue light. "Let's see what they want first. Stay calm, Karl."

    Before Karl could ask further, David raised both his hands slowly. "We're unarmed," he said in a flat tone, though his expression suggested he was far from intimidated. "But I'm curious… Do you really think this small force is enough to capture us?"

    The soldier with the megaphone hesitated for a moment but quickly regained his composure. "You are in no position to make threats."

    David chuckled softly. "Oh, you haven't seen anything yet."
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    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    David stared at the soldiers in front of him, his face calm and even carrying a hint of a mocking smile. With a swift motion, his hand shot up, and in an instant, the cosmic energy around him surged like a wave. A sharp blue light shot from his palm, spreading across the room like an invisible magnetic field.

    The soldiers were caught off guard, but before they could react, the energy took control of their bodies. They fell one by one, losing consciousness in the blink of an eye. Some tried to scream, but their voices were cut off as their bodies crumpled, lying helplessly on the floor.

    Karl stood beside his father, eyes wide as he watched the scene unfold. The entire room was now filled with silence, broken only by the gentle breeze stirred by the power David had just unleashed.

    "Dad... what did you just do?" Karl finally found his voice, his tone shaking.

    David let out a sigh and looked at Karl, eyes still sparkling with energy. "This power is part of me, Karl. And now, we need to move before they wake up."

    Karl looked at his father, confusion and awe mixing in his expression. "But… they can't just be…"

    David raised an eyebrow, a faint smile tugging at his lips. "They have no idea who they're dealing with, Karl. And now, I'm making sure we don't stop until we find your mom and sister."

    With a wave of his hand, David directed the energy to unlock the large door at the end of the room. He cast a quick glance at the bodies lying on the floor, then turned to Karl. "Let's go. It's time to find our family."

    Karl nodded, gathering his courage. Though confusion still clouded his mind, he knew one thing: he had never fully known his father.

    David signaled Vincent, now in his orb form, to point them toward Lucy and Ella (Karl's sister).

    David looked at Vincent with a meaningful stare. "Vincent, guide us to the room where Lucy and Ella are," he said firmly.

    Vincent projected a holographic map of the building. "They're on the top floor, in the observation room at the end of the main hallway," Vincent replied without hesitation, his voice mechanical and steady.

    David turned to Karl. "Let's go, we need to move fast. They won't wait forever."

    Karl nodded wordlessly. His mind was full of anxiety, but he pushed it deep down. They hurried toward the nearest elevator.

    Every guard they encountered along the way fell in an instant to David's power. His cosmic energy flowed with precision, subduing without causing harm. Karl kept walking behind, eyes glancing at the fallen bodies every now and then.

    After a few minutes, they reached a large door marked "Observation." Vincent spoke up, "Here, now turn me back to my human form!"

    David chuckled. "Not yet."

    Karl and David hurried up the stairs, moving through a building that felt more unfamiliar and filled with strange energy. Once they reached the fourth floor, they found a large door that was slightly ajar. No guards were in sight—just an eerie silence.

    Karl pushed the door open slowly, revealing a dark room with dim light filtering through a small window. Inside, Ella and Lucy sat on the floor, side by side, looking confused and tired. They weren't tied up, but the room had an oppressive atmosphere that made it feel like a cage.

    "Ella! Mom!" Karl called, rushing into the room.

    Ella looked up quickly. "Karl? Is that really you?" She seemed unsure, but stood up. Lucy also looked over, her face a mix of hope and exhaustion.

    But when Ella's eyes landed on David, her body tensed immediately. She stepped back, eyes narrowing in suspicion. "Who's he?"

    Karl stopped in the middle of the room, bewildered. "Ella, this is Dad. He's here to help us."

    Ella shook her head, disbelief written all over her face. "What? No way! That's not our dad. His face… he looks... strange, scary."

    David took a step forward, his voice deep and calm. "Ella, I know this is hard to believe. But I really am your dad. There's a lot you don't understand right now, but I'm here to help you and Lucy."

    Ella looked at David, fear evident in her eyes. "Dad isn't like that. You're not him. You... you're not human, are you?"

    Karl cut in urgently. "Ella, we don't have time for this. I know he looks different, but he really is our dad. I know it's hard to accept—I had to take time to believe it too. But he's here to save us!"

    Lucy, who had been silent until now, spoke up quietly. "Ella... he really is your dad."

    Ella looked at Lucy, then back at David, uncertain. "Then what's really going on? Why... why have you changed like this?"

    David took a deep breath. "Ella, I'll explain everything later. Right now, we need to get out of here before something happens."

    Karl walked over to Lucy and took her hand. "We're leaving now. Trust me, Ella."

    Ella stood stiffly, but after seeing the hopeful and sincere look in Lucy's eyes and Karl's, she finally nodded. "Alright. But you'd better explain everything when this is over."

    David nodded firmly. "I promise."

    Karl glanced sharply around. "We're not alone here."

    David stood in front of them, protecting his children. "Follow me. Don't stop."

    David, Karl, Lucy, and Ella stepped cautiously out of the room, but Karl felt tense from Ella's piercing gaze that had been fixed on him since they'd met. As they reached the safer hallway, Ella couldn't hold back any longer and started ranting.

    "Karl! I don't even know where to start!" she shouted angrily. "You left us just like that, then suddenly show up with—" she pointed at David—"a stranger who claims to be our dad, with no explanation at all! And what about all that stuff in the news? I read everything, Karl. You're... disgusting and reckless!"

    Karl sighed deeply, trying to stay calm even though his face was flushed. "Ella, I know I've made a lot of mistakes, okay? But now isn't the time to talk about—"

    "Not the time? You've caused chaos everywhere, and I can't even go outside without hearing people talk about 'the viral idiot'!" Ella cut in, her voice rising.

    Lucy, who was walking beside them, chuckled quietly. "Ella, sweetie, calm down. Everyone makes mistakes."

    "But, Mom! Karl didn't just make 'small mistakes.' He caused a car accident, slept with someone else's wife, and what was it... Cindy, who became—ugh, Spermberggirl?!" Ella looked at Karl with disgust.

    Karl raised his hands, trying to defend himself. "Listen, I didn't know my powers would be like this. I was just trying... experimenting. I never meant for Cindy to go viral or for any of this to happen!"

    "Of course not," Ella scoffed. "But you were dumb enough to think it was a good idea, right?"

    Lucy stifled a laugh, covering her mouth with her hand. "Ella, enough. You have no idea what happened back in my day or your dad's."

    Ella stared at her mom, confused. "What do you mean, Mom?"

    Lucy glanced at David, who remained calm and serious, a faint smile on his lips. "Your dad and I were way worse, Ella. We ran from dangerous organizations, destroyed lives that deserved revenge, and... well, our passion was bigger than our wisdom back then."

    David added, his voice steady, "We were human before we became something more. Karl, like we once were, is learning about himself. He made mistakes, just like we did. But that doesn't make him a bad person."

    Ella huffed, crossing her arms. "Great, now you're all defending him."

    Karl managed a tired smile. "Thanks, Dad. That helps... a little."

    Lucy touched Ella's arm gently. "Sweetie, this is family. No one's perfect here. If you can't forgive Karl, at least try to understand him. We have bigger problems to face now."

    Ella looked at her mom, then at Karl. She sighed deeply and nodded. "Alright. But after all this is over, I want a full explanation, Karl. And no holding back."

    "Deal," Karl said quickly.

    Suddenly, a rumbling noise came from behind them. David stopped and looked in the direction of the sound. "We need to move faster. They're getting closer."

    "Where are we going, exactly?" Ella asked, this time without the sharp tone.

    Karl led the way, with David following behind. "We need to get out of this building first."

    They continued moving, a bit calmer, though the tension was still palpable. Midway, Ella whispered to Lucy, "Mom, dad still feels scary to me."

    Lucy smiled softly. "You'll get used to it, sweetheart. He's always been like that."

    Karl just let out a long sigh, hoping he could focus on their next objective without getting a new lecture.

    As they approached the building's exit, the atmosphere grew more tense. The hallways they passed were only lit by flickering emergency lights, casting strange shadows on the walls. Their footsteps echoed as Vincent continued to complain about being turned into a fleshy ball by David. Ella was a little scared, but Lucy just chuckled, already knowing David's capabilities, though she was still puzzled as to why he can using his powers again.

    The large exit door finally came into view.

    But before they could step outside, the sound of an engine roared closer. A black van screeched to a halt in front of them, and the side sliding door was yanked open roughly.

    "Get in, quickly!" A familiar woman's voice shouted. David froze in place, his expression shifting instantly as his eyes landed on the person inside the van.

    "Valencia?" David murmured, almost in disbelief.

    The woman, her long hair shimmering in the moonlight, locked eyes with David. Her gaze was sharp yet filled with urgency. "We don't have time for a reunion, David. Get in before they find you!"

    Karl, standing behind David, glanced at the woman with a raised eyebrow. "Dad, you know Valencia?" he asked, his tone laced with confusion.

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦

  
  




  Chapter 94
  

  


  
    
    Chapter 94

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    The van was eerily silent. Karl sat in the middle seat, staring blankly ahead. Ella was next to him, her arms crossed tightly, radiating coldness. Lucy sat at the back, her sharp eyes focused on Valencia, who was in the front, directing the driver.

    The only sound was the hum of the van's engine as it cruised through the night. A faint chill crept in from a small crack in the window, adding to the awkward tension hanging in the air.

    Karl finally broke the silence, his voice hesitant. "Where exactly are we going, Valencia?"

    Valencia, busy with a small tablet in her hands, replied without looking up. "My place. It's safe. No one knows about it, not even the Neosia."

    "Safe?" Ella scoffed, her voice dripping with skepticism. "How do we know that? You haven't explained anything."

    Valencia sighed deeply, turning her head slightly, her face showing irritation but staying composed. "Listen, Little Girl. I don't need to convince you. If you don't want to come, you can get off now and try surviving on your own."

    Ella's hands clenched into fists, her face red with anger. "Stop calling me Little Girl! I'm old enough to know who to trust!"

    "Oh, really?" Valencia chuckled lightly. "Because so far, all you've done is cause more problems than solutions. So forgive me if I'm a little skeptical about your maturity."

    "Enough!" Lucy's calm but firm voice cut through. "Both of you, stop. We don't have time for this argument."

    Karl glanced at his mom briefly before looking at Valencia again. "What's at your place? Can we really stay safe there?"

    Valencia nodded slowly, her tone serious. "Not just safe. We'll have time to plan our next steps. You don't want your mom and sister to keep being targets, do you?"

    Karl nodded hesitantly, doubts still lingering in his mind. He then turned to his father, who was sitting silently in the far back corner of the van. David's face was unreadable, but his eyes were sharp, as though he was lost in deep thought.

    "Dad," Karl called softly. "Does any of this make sense to you? The Neosia, Homo Obscura… it feels like a never-ending nightmare."

    David finally spoke, his voice low but steady. "Karl, the world is more complicated than you think. And this is just the beginning. You need to prepare yourself for more things that won't make sense."

    Karl swallowed hard, feeling a heavy weight settle on his chest. "So… I just have to accept that this is normal now?"

    David looked at his son and gave him a faint, knowing smile. "Nothing is normal, Karl. But you'll get used to it."

    The van slowed down and stopped in front of a massive building with tall steel gates, looking like an abandoned military base. Valencia was the first to get out, typing a code into a panel beside the gate. The gate slowly creaked open, revealing a sprawling area filled with advanced technology and tactical vehicles.

    "We're here," Valencia said curtly. She turned to face them all. "Welcome to my last hideout."

    One by one, Karl, Ella, Lucy, and David stepped out, scanning their surroundings with a mix of curiosity and wariness. The silence was no longer from awkwardness but from the tension of something larger closing in. Sirens and the distant sound of helicopter rotors filled the air—Neosia's technology had found them.

    Military forces approached them with heavy steps, their boots echoing across the vast courtyard they had just entered. Karl, David, Ella, Lucy, and Valencia braced themselves as the troops quickly surrounded them, weapons at the ready. But there was something different about the weapons.

    Karl felt a tremor run through his body as a system alert echoed in his mind.

    [ Warning. These weapons use unstable cosmic energy. Effects are unpredictable. Risk of cosmic explosion is high. ]

    Karl turned quickly to David. "Dad, their weapons… those aren't normal! They're using cosmic energy!"

    David, who had seemed calm until now, looked at the soldiers with a serious expression. "Cosmic energy? How could they have that?" he muttered, more to himself.

    A commanding officer stepped forward, his uniform different and marked with the Neosia insignia. Holding a small microphone, his voice boomed. "David—or should I call you Origin—surrender now. We know who you are and what you're capable of. Don't make this harder than it needs to be."

    Karl's eyes widened. "Dad, they know about you!"

    David raised a hand to calm Karl. "Of course they know. They've been after me for a long time. But they don't know how far I can go."

    The officer smirked. "Perhaps. But this time, we have something even you can't stop." He gestured to a soldier behind him, who stepped forward with a massive futuristic cannon glowing with a blue core.

    [ Cosmic energy detected ]

    Karl heard the system's alert and felt his blood run cold. "That weapon… they're going to use it!"

    David stepped forward to shield his family. "If you think that weapon can stop me, you're mistaken."

    The officer only laughed. "We'll see, Origin. Fire!"

    The cannon hummed to life, the blue energy in its core spinning faster and faster, producing a deafening whine. Before anyone could react, a massive blast of energy was unleashed, aimed directly at David. He raised his hands, creating a shield of cosmic energy to counter the attack.

    But something strange happened. The energy from the cannon clashed with David's shield, creating an unstable rift. The air around them felt like it was fracturing, with strange flashes of light appearing.

    Karl felt a powerful force pulling at his body. "Dad! What's happening?" he shouted.

    David yelled back, "Karl, stay back! I'll—"

    A massive explosion erupted before David could finish. The wave of cosmic energy engulfed everything, shattering the structures around them. Karl felt himself being thrown, a blinding blue light filling his vision before everything went dark.

    ---

    When Karl opened his eyes, he was groggy and disoriented. His body felt heavy as he struggled to sit up. Looking around, he realized he was in a place he didn't recognize. The sky above was a dark purple, with streaks of strange green light. The ground was black, covered in glowing stones that shimmered faintly.

    [ Warning. You have been transported to a parallel dimension due to the cosmic energy explosion. This location is not mapped within the main world. ]

    Karl's heart raced as he surveyed the alien landscape. "A parallel dimension? What? How do I get out of here?"

    [ This dimension is a result of spatial-temporal disruptions. You must restore balance within this dimension to find your way back. ]

    Karl bit his lip, trying to process the message. "Restore balance? What does that even mean? What do I have to do?"

    [ Correct the disrupted common sense of this dimension. This world has experienced severe distortions in its laws of reality. Identify and fix the anomalies. ]

    Karl frowned deeply. "Common sense? So, I have to… make this world make sense again?"

    [ Correct. Identify and fix the elements that don't align with natural logic. Each correction will bring you closer to a portal back to the main dimension. ]

    Karl let out a long sigh, steadying himself. "Alright. If that's the only way to get back… I'll do it."

    He started walking, his eyes scanning for anything out of place in this twisted world. But one thing was certain—he had to return to his family and uncover the truth behind everything that had happened.

    Karl walked slowly through the dimension that felt like a nightmare. His footsteps crunched softly on the black ground, which felt both soft and cold, like damp sand. The sharp smell of metal lingered in the air, mixed with a strange atmosphere—it wasn't cold, but it pierced right through him. In the distance, he spotted a structure that didn't look right: a building with a shape that curved unnaturally, as if frozen mid-flow in a distorted gravitational field.

    "Alright," Karl muttered to himself. "Identify elements that don't fit, right? This has to be one of them." He started making his way toward the building.

    The closer he got, the more familiar the building seemed. The shape of the glass windows, the slightly crooked signage above the door, even the vending machine standing beside it. His heart started racing as realization dawned on him.

    "This… this is impossible," he whispered, his voice barely audible. "This is the store where I used to work."

    It really was the convenience store he'd worked at during his teenage years. But something was horribly wrong. The lights inside flickered erratically, and the shelves seemed to shift slightly, as if they were alive. The sign outside, which used to read "One Stop," had transformed into strange, alien characters that he couldn't read but somehow felt eerily familiar.

    [ Anomaly detected. This structure contains elements from your original dimension, but they have been distorted by cosmic energy. Restoration is required. ]

    Karl gritted his teeth and stepped inside. The doorbell chimed, but the sound was strange, echoing unnaturally as if it would never end. Inside, everything looked familiar yet wrong. The shelves were full of products, but their labels had changed into incomprehensible symbols. Some soda cans wobbled on their own as if they wanted to move.

    "This makes no sense..." Karl mumbled. He tried to recall his objective. "I need to fix the common sense. But how do I even do that?"

    [ Identify elements that do not align with the reality of your original dimension. ]

    Karl walked further into the store, his eyes scanning every corner. Then he saw something that made him stop in his tracks. Behind the counter sat a figure, its back turned to him. The figure was completely still, but its shadow on the floor moved independently, as if going about some routine task.

    "Hello?" Karl called out cautiously.

    The figure didn't respond. Instead, its shadow on the floor suddenly turned toward him. The shadow had no face, only a dark void that writhed like living ink.

    A chill ran down Karl's spine. "Are you… the cashier here?"

    The shadow didn't reply. Instead, a deep, distorted voice echoed inside Karl's head.

    "Have you come to fix this? Or will you become part of the chaos?"

    Karl swallowed hard. "I want to fix this. What happened here? Why is this store in a place like this?"

    The shadow paused briefly before speaking again. "This store is a fragment of your past. Cosmic energy merged your memories with the distortions of this dimension. You must restore harmony here to move forward."

    "How do I do that?" Karl asked, his voice nearly pleading.

    The shadow began to move toward him, slowly merging with the figure sitting behind the counter. The figure finally stirred, turning to face Karl. Its face… was his own.

    Karl stumbled back a step. "What the hell is this?"

    The other Karl smiled, but the smile stretched too wide, too unnaturally. "This is your store. You know how to fix it. Start by separating what's real from what's not."

    Suddenly, the shelves in the store began to move faster, spinning in place. Soda cans floated into the air, and the lights overhead burst into blinding flashes of blue.

    Karl shut his eyes tightly, trying to think. "What's real… and what's not. I know this store. I know what it's supposed to look like!"

    He sprinted to the drink aisle, focusing on what he remembered. "The soda cans should be here," he said, pulling misplaced cans from the wrong shelves. "The chips go over there, not here!"

    Bit by bit, the chaos in the store began to settle. The shelves stopped moving, and the labels on the products slowly reverted to readable text. The metallic smell in the air faded, replaced by the familiar, cheap detergent scent the store always had.

    Karl returned to the counter, where the other version of himself now looked exhausted, almost translucent. The figure met Karl's gaze and said, "You're starting to understand. This world will keep challenging your logic. Don't give up."

    With that, the figure vanished. The doorbell chimed again, and this time, a shimmering blue portal appeared at the entrance of the store. The system's voice echoed in Karl's head.

    [ Dimension balance level: 00.001%. Continue addressing anomalies to restore the structure of this dimension. ]

    Karl let out a long breath and stepped through the portal. He knew this was just the beginning of a much longer and more dangerous journey. But one thing was certain: he wouldn't stop until he could return to his family and uncover the truth behind everything that had happened.

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Karl stared at the numbers in disbelief, his eyes fixed on the softly glowing blue portal in front of him. "Only zero point zero zero one percent? Are you kidding me?" he muttered, frustration heavy in his voice. But he knew complaining wouldn't change anything. The portal was his first step out of this nightmare.

    Carefully, he stepped toward the portal. The air around it shimmered slightly, and each step felt like he was walking on an invisible spiderweb. The portal's blue light enveloped him, making him feel as though he was crossing into an unseen boundary between worlds.

    As he passed through, a sudden wave of dizziness hit him, followed by a crushing weight on his body. When his vision cleared, he realized he was somewhere completely different—somewhere far stranger.

    The sky above was dark and swirling, like ink dissolving in water. Buildings floated around him, their structures constantly shifting, folding, and reshaping like malleable clay being kneaded endlessly.

    [ New location entered. This dimension contains 15,000 elements requiring correction. Estimated completion time: Undefined. ]

    "Fifteen thousand?" Karl nearly yelled. "How the hell am I supposed to fix all of that?"

    [ Every small step brings you closer to the end goal. Key elements can significantly reduce anomalies. Focus on what feels the most wrong. ]

    Karl let out a long sigh. "Focus on what feels the most wrong, huh?" he murmured, scanning the chaotic environment around him.

    Ahead, he spotted a path leading to a towering building with spires stretching into the swirling sky. The structure pulsed with an eerie pink light, almost like a beating heart. Above its massive gates was a strange inscription in a language he didn't understand, but a voice in his head translated it clearly.

    "The Corrupted Palace of Fantasies."

    A strange sensation rippled through his body as he read the words. He couldn't explain it, but something about that place felt like the heart of the dimension's corruption.

    "All right," he said, taking a deep breath. "I guess that's where I need to go."

    Karl started toward the palace, his mind spinning with questions. How could he possibly fix this dimension? And more importantly, what would he face inside?

    ---

    Karl moved cautiously toward the palace, each step feeling heavier as if the ground beneath him was sucking the energy from his body. The air grew thicker, hotter, as if he was moving through some alien atmosphere. When he finally reached the massive gates, he could hear faint whispers—seductive and inviting yet unsettling enough to make his skin crawl.

    "The Corrupted Palace of Fantasies," Karl murmured, repeating the inscription above the gates. "What does that even mean?"

    Without warning, the colossal gates groaned open on their own, revealing an even stranger interior. The palace gleamed with vibrant colors—purple, gold, and crimson—that pulsated like a living creature's breath. A long corridor stretched before him, illuminated by floating crystal chandeliers casting a warm, flickering glow.

    Karl sighed deeply. "No turning back now," he muttered, stepping inside.

    As he crossed the threshold, he felt an immediate shift in the atmosphere. The air within the palace was... different. Warmer, heavier, and somehow... alluring. The corridor was lined with statues—women in highly detailed, sensual poses that looked almost alive. Karl tried to keep his eyes forward, but it was impossible not to notice the craftsmanship—the curves, the expressions, the lifelike quality of their features.

    "Welcome, Karl."

    The voice came from nowhere, soft yet echoing throughout the space. Karl froze, his body tensing. "Who's there?" he demanded, trying to sound firm despite the slight tremor in his voice.

    "We are the keepers of this palace, and the reflection of this dimension's deepest desires."

    From the shadows at the end of the corridor emerged a tall, otherworldly woman. Her golden skin seemed to radiate a soft glow, her star-like eyes shimmering, and her nearly transparent gown clung to her form in ways that defied logic. She moved toward Karl with a grace that felt almost hypnotic, like she was gliding rather than walking.

    "I am Aria," she said with a sweet smile, though there was something cunning in her gaze. "And this is the palace you must fix. But be warned, Karl—every wrong step here will pull you further from your goal."

    Karl forced himself to keep his gaze steady, though it was almost impossible to ignore Aria's overwhelming presence. "What do you mean? What's wrong with this place?"

    Aria stepped closer, just a few feet away now. She raised a hand, gesturing toward the statues lining the corridor. "This palace is corrupted by cosmic energy that preys on the deepest desires of the souls who enter this dimension. Desires become obsessions, and obsessions become traps. Every statue here was once a person who failed to restore balance."

    Karl swallowed hard, his eyes darting back to the statues. "They were... real people?"

    Aria nodded slowly, her smile turning into an oddly melancholic expression that still carried a hint of allure. "Yes. And you, Karl, must solve this palace's riddle before it consumes you as well."

    Clenching his fists, Karl pushed aside the creeping fear building inside him. "What's the riddle?"

    Aria chuckled softly, a dangerous melody in her laugh. "You must find the heart of this palace—the source of all this energy. But beware, the path is filled with temptations designed to lead you astray. Don't let yourself be distracted, Karl. Remember, it's all just an illusion... or is it?"

    Before Karl could ask more, Aria vanished into thin air, leaving only the faint scent of intoxicating flowers lingering in the air. Ahead of him, the corridor split into three distinct paths, each leading in a different direction.

    [ Choose the correct path to find the heart of the palace. Beware of illusions and temptations. ]

    Karl let out an exasperated sigh. "Of course, it couldn't be easy." He studied the three paths. One glowed with soft pink light, the second was shrouded in deep shadows, and the third sparkled with an overwhelming golden brilliance.

    "If this is about temptation," Karl thought, "then the most flashy one has to be a trap."

    He chose the shadowy path, hoping his instincts were right. But as soon as he stepped in, a chilling wind enveloped him, like the breath of an endless void.

    ---

    The path led Karl to a vast chamber lined with towering mirrors. In the center of the room stood a small altar holding a glowing blue orb. But something was off—his reflection in the mirrors wasn't moving in sync with him. Instead, it stared back with a dark, knowing smile.

    "This must be part of the temptation," Karl muttered, approaching the altar cautiously. The reflections began to whisper, their voices soft and insidious.

    "Are you sure you can fix this, Karl? Wouldn't it be easier to just give in? Stay here, and enjoy what this dimension has to offer."

    Karl gritted his teeth, trying to block out the voices, but they grew louder. One of his reflections stepped out of the mirror, a shadowy version of himself with a sinister glint in its eyes.

    "You don't have to fight," the shadow said smoothly. "Wouldn't it be better to embrace what your heart truly wants?"

    It extended a hand toward Karl, its smile dripping with malice. "I won't fall for this," Karl muttered, reaching for the blue orb on the altar instead, hoping it was the key to moving forward.

    The moment he touched it, the room trembled. The reflections screamed and dissolved into black mist as the orb exploded into a blinding blue light, washing over the entire chamber. A familiar system voice echoed in Karl's head.

    [ Anomaly reduced. Dimensional balance increased to 0.25%. ]

    Karl exhaled deeply. "One small step... but this is going to take forever." Still, he squared his shoulders and walked toward the next opening that appeared in the chamber wall, ready to face whatever came next.

    Karl stood in the middle of the room, now silent after the blast of blue light. The biting cold air from earlier had vanished, and the mirrors surrounding him had turned into ordinary glass, reflecting his normal image. The crystal orb on the altar was gone, leaving only small cracks on the stone where it once rested.

    "0.25%," Karl muttered in frustration. "It's going to take forever to fix this dimension." He glanced at the dark corridor that had brought him to this room. But before he could take a step, the wall behind the altar suddenly split apart, revealing a new path bathed in bright light.

    Karl let out a long sigh. "All right. No choice but to move forward."

    He walked down the new corridor, which felt much warmer than before. The light that filled the space resembled a gentle sunset—soft yet bright enough to provide a small sense of comfort. Yet, with every step he took, his caution didn't waver.

    When he reached the end of the corridor, he entered another, much larger room. The room was circular, its walls adorned with intricate, sensual carvings. In the center was a shimmering pool of water, dotted with floating pink flowers. Above the pool was a small bridge leading to a massive statue of a woman holding a glowing torch.

    But this time, Karl immediately felt a different kind of atmosphere. Unlike before, this room felt... enticing. The scent of the flowers in the air was overwhelmingly sweet, almost intoxicating. His eyelids grew heavy, and his body seemed to relax without his permission.

    "Karl..."

    A soft voice called his name, a voice that sounded like a blend of women he knew—his mother, Ella, even Aria from earlier. Karl quickly turned around, but there was no one in sight.

    "Do you really want to leave? Or maybe... you'd rather stay here, with me?"

    A figure slowly emerged from the shimmering pool. The woman was stunningly beautiful, almost like the perfect image of a man's fantasy. Her long, shiny hair flowed like waves of water, and her golden skin glowed faintly, just like Aria's. Her body was wrapped in a transparent fabric that was more provocative than concealing, showing off her flawless curves.

    "Who are you?" Karl tried to ask firmly, but his voice came out more like a weak whisper.

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    "Me?" The woman smiled softly, stepping closer to Karl with a graceful, almost dance-like movement. "I'm the reflection of what you desire, Karl. The desires you've buried deep within yourself, ones you might not even realize."

    Karl took a step back, trying to keep some distance, but he could feel himself weakening under the intensity of her gaze. The intoxicating scent of flowers grew stronger, clouding his thoughts. "I… I don't have time for this. I have to fix this dimension."

    The woman chuckled softly, her voice like a melody—sweet but dangerously hypnotic. "Oh, but fixing this dimension is a journey to fix yourself, isn't it? Don't rush, Karl. You can enjoy this moment. Maybe for the first time… let go of your burdens."

    She extended her hand toward him, and Karl felt his body respond involuntarily. His hand reached out, almost touching hers, but he quickly pulled it back with force. "No! This… this is just an illusion. You're not real!"

    The woman looked at him with eyes full of gentleness, but there was something cunning behind her gaze. "If I'm just an illusion, then why do I feel so real to you?" She stepped closer, just inches away from Karl. Her delicate hand brushed against his cheek, making his body shiver.

    Karl felt his chest tighten, as though caught between desire and duty. When he tried to step back again, she grabbed his hand. Her soft fingers slid slowly down his arm, then to his wrist. Her touch was so light, yet enough to freeze him in place.

    "I can help you, Karl," she whispered, her eyes locking onto his with an intensity that was almost hypnotic. "But you have to let yourself open up to me. Let me guide you."

    Karl tried to pull his hand away, but she held on tighter, her smile shifting into something more intense. Her fingers trailed downward, brushing against a part of him that made him freeze. A strange warmth spread through his body, making it nearly impossible to think straight.

    "Stop…" Karl whispered, his voice barely audible. "This is wrong."

    The woman leaned closer, whispering in his ear with a low, seductive tone. "What's wrong, Karl? Feeling something? Enjoying what you really want?"

    Suddenly, a bright blue flash erupted from Karl's chest. A cold, mechanical voice echoed through the room.

    [ Anomaly detected. Psychological manipulation in progress. Deploying protection system. ]

    The flash forced the woman to step back, her face twisting into anger. "You're really fighting this?" she hissed, her previously soft expression turning sharp. "Fine, Karl. Let's see how far you can go."

    Her body began melting into the shadows, morphing into a more monstrous form with fangs and elongated claws. The light in the room dimmed, and Karl knew he had to act fast before it was too late.

    He took a deep breath, shaking off the lingering effects of her intoxicating influence. "Not anymore. I'm ending this." He pulled out a small crystal that suddenly lit up in his hand—a gift from a previous room.

    The crystal glowed brightly, filling the entire space with blue light. The woman—or creature—screamed before disintegrating into black mist. The pool in the center of the room dried up, leaving only cracked stone beneath it.

    [ Anomaly reduced. Dimensional balance increased to 0.75%. ]

    Karl stood in the now-empty room, catching his breath. "That… was closer than I expected." He glanced at a new hallway that had opened up ahead of him, knowing that temptations like this would only grow stronger as he moved forward.

    "Focus," he muttered to himself, taking the first step toward his next challenge. "This is just the beginning."

    ---

    Karl had just stepped into the newly opened hallway when an abrupt pull yanked his body into darkness. The sensation was so sudden and forceful that he didn't even have time to scream. It felt like his body was being broken down into tiny particles and reassembled in seconds. When light returned to his vision, he found himself standing in the middle of an unfamiliar city.

    "What… is this?" Karl murmured, looking around in shock. The city was a blend of modern and fantastical elements. Towering buildings with bizarre, glowing architecture surrounded him, while the streets were crowded with people in flashy, outlandish clothing. But it wasn't the scenery that stunned him—it was their behavior.

    Everywhere he looked, people were hugging, kissing, and even having sex openly, as though it was completely normal. They acted like privacy didn't exist. Some were doing it in front of shop windows, on sidewalks, or on balconies overlooking the streets below.

    "This is insane," Karl muttered, trying to avoid looking directly at the scenes around him. A wave of embarrassment and discomfort swept over him, but the people nearby didn't seem to care at all.

    Suddenly, a familiar electronic voice echoed in his mind.

    [ High-level anomaly detected. Deploying Common Sense Maker module. ]

    In front of Karl, a blue hologram appeared in the shape of a large book. Its title was displayed in bold letters: Common Sense Maker: Survival Guide for Morality-Free Dimensions.

    "Common Sense Maker? Haven't used this in a while," Karl muttered, eyeing the hologram.

    The hologram began to speak in a monotone but clear voice. "This dimension has lost its moral boundaries and social norms. The behavioral deviations you see are the result of an anomaly disrupting collective consciousness."

    Karl sighed heavily. "So, I have to fix this too? How?"

    "The Common Sense Maker module will assist you in rebuilding moral boundaries by influencing the dimension's core consciousness. However, you must identify and neutralize the primary energy source manipulating this behavior."

    Karl shook his head, still struggling to believe what he was hearing. "And where's the source?"

    The hologram disappeared, replaced by a marker in the air, pointing toward a massive building at the center of the city. The structure was shaped like a crystalline tower glowing in a vivid pink hue, pulsing with an energy that Karl could feel even from where he stood.

    "Of course… it's always a weird tower," Karl grumbled. "Alright, let's get this over with."

    He walked through the crowd, doing his best to ignore the bizarre behavior happening around him. But the closer he got to the tower, the more he felt the energy affecting him too. His body grew warmer, and his mind began to fill with images he didn't want to see.

    "Focus, Karl," he told himself, gripping the small crystal in his pocket to steady his thoughts.

    Finally reaching the tower's entrance, a voice echoed from above. It was a mix of laughter and seductive whispers.

    "Welcome to the heart of absolute freedom, Karl. Are you ready to lose the last bit of control you have?"

    Karl clenched his jaw, staring up at the tower. The seductive voice seemed to pierce into his thoughts, almost as if it was speaking directly to his reasoning, trying to dismantle what little resolve he had left.

    "I'm done with these games," he muttered, though his tone betrayed the tension he couldn't shake.

    The energy emanating from the tower grew more intense as he stepped inside. Giant pink crystalline doors opened on their own, revealing an even stranger interior. The hallways glowed with shifting, vibrant colors, and the walls shimmered like liquid diamonds. The air inside was heavier, warmer, like an invisible force pulling him into an embrace.

    Karl treaded carefully down the hallway, the crystal in his hand dimly glowing, providing a faint sense of security. But each step felt harder, as though something was trying to slow him down. The whispering voice returned, closer this time, more intimate.

    "You don't have to fight this, Karl. Here, you're free. No rules. No burdens. What are you so afraid of?"

    He tried to block out the voice, but his mind began to fill with disturbing images—visions of himself giving in, letting go, and indulging in the euphoria this dimension promised. Faces of people he knew flashed in his mind, looking at him with seductive expressions.

    "Focus," Karl whispered, biting his lip to keep his thoughts clear. "This is just the dimension messing with me."

    Before he could take another step, something stopped him. Shadows began to slide out of the walls around him, forming human-like figures. They resembled the city's inhabitants he had seen earlier, but their faces were blank, with no eyes or mouths. They moved slowly toward him, as if preparing to surround him.

    "This doesn't look good," Karl muttered, stepping back.

    The shadowy figures closed in, and one of them suddenly spoke, though its mouth didn't move. "You can't fight this, Karl. This dimension is true freedom. Stop trying to change it. Be part of it."

    Karl clenched his fist, the crystal in his pocket glowing brighter. "I'm not part of this. And I won't give up!"

    The crystal emitted a blinding blue light, forcing the shadows to retreat with silent screams. Karl seized the moment, running past them and into a large chamber at the end of the hallway. There was no time to hesitate.

    In the center of the room, he saw a massive glowing pink orb hovering above an altar, surrounded by a circle of strange symbols. The orb pulsed with energy, like the beating heart of the dimension. This was the source of the chaos.

    "Finally," Karl muttered, catching his breath.

    But before he could approach the orb, the seductive voice from before echoed again, this time filled with anger.

    "You really want to destroy this freedom? Why? Would you rather live with rules and limitations? This dimension is paradise, Karl. Everyone here is happy."

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Karl stared at the glowing orb with determination, though the words from the voice began to creep into his thoughts. "Happiness?" he said with a hint of sarcasm. "What does happiness mean if it's just freedom without direction? Without limits, life is empty."

    The voice chuckled deeply, echoing through the room. "That's just your narrow perspective, Karl. You've never tried to feel this freedom, so you don't know what you're rejecting."

    Karl stepped closer to the glowing orb, but his steps faltered. From the circle of strange symbols on the floor, pink energy began to take shape—forming a new figure. A woman, appearing as if crafted from Karl's deepest, unspoken desires. Her long hair, perfect body, and eyes radiated warmth and longing. She smiled gently, just like the previous woman.

    "You," Karl muttered cautiously, gripping his crystal tighter. "I know your tricks now."

    The woman stepped forward gracefully, her soft voice now piercing straight into Karl's heart. "Karl, this isn't about resisting. It's about acceptance. You know you're tired of fighting. Free yourself. I can give you everything you desire. Happiness. Peace. No more burdens to carry."

    Karl tried to look away, but every word she spoke pierced his mind, weakening his defenses. A part of him wanted to believe, to surrender, but he knew it was only an illusion.

    "No," he said, biting his lip, trying to keep his consciousness intact. "What's the point of happiness if I lose control of myself? My life has a purpose, and I won't let this dimension distract me from my path."

    The woman frowned, her smile fading. "Karl," she said, her tone now colder, "if you won't embrace freedom, then you'll be destroyed by it."

    Her body began to transform into something larger, more terrifying, with glowing red eyes and a frame covered in sharp spikes. The pink light from the energy orb grew more intense, and the room began to tremble.

    Karl realized this was his final chance to act. He raised the crystal in his hand, which now glowed with a piercing blue light. "I've had enough of playing your games."

    The monstrous figure growled, and the pink energy from the orb shot toward him like tendrils, trying to stop him. Karl pointed the crystal at the energy orb, focusing all his resolve. The crystal began to vibrate, and flashes of blue light enveloped the room.

    "This dimension needs balance, not blinding freedom," he said firmly. "This isn't about destruction, but restoration!"

    The blue light from the crystal pierced the energy orb, shattering it into tiny fragments that slowly faded away. A scream echoed as the woman's monstrous form dissolved into mist, leaving the room dark and quiet.

    Karl fell to his knees, his breaths ragged. The crystal in his hand dimmed, leaving a cold sensation on his palm.

    [Anomaly eliminated: Dimensional balance level increased to 2.5%.]

    The system's voice made him smile faintly, despite the exhaustion weighing on his body. "One step closer," he muttered, slowly rising. Another corridor appeared at the end of the room, this time bathed in a calming blue light.

    He walked toward the corridor, leaving the dimension filled with illusions and false freedom behind. But deep in his heart, he knew the journey was far from over.

    Each step brought him closer to the hidden truth at the core of all these dimensions—and ultimately, the core of himself.

    As Karl entered the corridor bathed in blue light, the air around him slowly changed. It felt cooler, almost like a gentle breeze blowing through the mountains. The blue light seemed to move with his steps, guiding him toward something greater, something more significant. Yet amid the tranquility, Karl sensed something odd—a presence unseen but undeniably real.

    The corridor led Karl to a vast open space. The floor was like glass, revealing an endless night sky beneath him. Above, the sky was filled with countless stars shining brightly, forming patterns as if telling forgotten stories. In the center of the room stood a circular platform, and atop it was a pillar emitting light that continuously shifted colors.

    Karl walked cautiously toward the platform, but before he could reach the pillar, another voice emerged. Unlike the seductive voice earlier, this one was deep, authoritative, and heavy.

    "Karl."

    Karl froze mid-step. He glanced around, searching for the source of the voice, but there was no one. "Who's there?"

    The voice came again, this time closer. "I am the guardian of balance. I protect the core of this dimension. And I have been watching your journey."

    Karl furrowed his brow. "If you're the guardian of balance, why is this dimension so chaotic? What happened?"

    The light from the pillar began to flicker, and slowly, a figure appeared on the platform. It was an old man draped in a long robe that glowed softly. His face was lined with wrinkles, but his eyes shone like stars in the sky.

    "This dimension is a reflection of the souls who enter it," the man said. "When the balance within someone is disrupted, this dimension reflects that imbalance, like a mirror showing every crack."

    Karl clenched his fists. "So all this is because of me?"

    The man nodded slowly. "Partly, yes. But you are not the only one. Other souls crossing this dimension carry their burdens, exacerbating the imbalance. Yet, your presence here is the key to restoring it all."

    Karl exhaled deeply, feeling the weight grow heavier. "I just want to fix this dimension and leave. But every step feels like I'm fighting against myself."

    "That is the essence of your journey," the man said, his voice calm yet firm. "To restore this dimension, you must first restore balance within yourself."

    Karl stared at the man with confusion and frustration. "What do you mean? I don't have time for philosophy. Just tell me what I need to do."

    The man extended his hand, and suddenly a small orb of light appeared before Karl. The orb spun, projecting flashes of images—Karl's memories, dreams, and fears. He saw himself as a child, alone in a dark room, crying. He saw himself growing up, always trying to prove something, but never feeling enough. He saw the faces of those he had let down and the mistakes he tried to forget.

    "This... isn't fair," Karl said hoarsely. "I've done my best."

    "It's not about what you've tried to do, Karl," the man said. "It's about what you've avoided. You fight this world, but within yourself, you fight something far greater—yourself."

    Karl stared at the orb intensely, wanting to look away but unable to. All the emotions he had suppressed, all the wounds he had ignored, were now laid bare before him.

    "What do I do?" Karl finally asked, his voice filled with despair. "How do I fix myself?"

    The man gave a small, understanding smile. "Face your truth, Karl. Acknowledge your fears, accept your mistakes, and let go of the guilt that holds you back. Only then can you find the balance you seek."

    Karl swallowed hard, his chest growing heavier. But before he could respond, the glass floor beneath him began to crack. The blue light from the pillar in the center of the room dimmed, and the room shook violently.

    "This dimension doesn't have much time," the man said. "The choice is yours, Karl. Face yourself, or everything will collapse."

    Karl looked down as the cracks in the floor widened, revealing a dark void below. He knew this was his final test.

    "I..." He looked at the orb of light once more, taking a deep breath. "I'm ready."

    The orb shot toward his chest, and instantly, the world around him shattered. Karl felt himself falling into the void, but this time, he didn't resist. He let himself sink, facing every memory, every pain, and every fear he had ever avoided.

    When he opened his eyes again, he was standing on the same platform, but the room had transformed. A gentle blue light filled the space, and the pillar in the center shone brighter than ever before.

    [Dimensional balance restored. Balance level: 100%.]

    Karl gave a faint smile, feeling the weight in his chest lighten slightly. He looked at the old man, who now stood with a proud expression.

    "You've done it, Karl," the man said. "This dimension is restored, and so are you."

    Before Karl could fully take in the moment, a rift opened in the air right before him. The light emanating from the rift wasn't blue or pink but shimmered with undefinable colors, like a rainbow blended with black ink. A notification appeared in front of his eyes.

    [Uncommon Portal has opened.]

    [This portal is designed to return you to your original world.]

    Karl looked at the rift with a mixture of relief and caution. He knew nothing was ever as simple as it seemed. However, the old man's voice interrupted his thoughts.

    "This portal is safe, Karl," the man said as he stepped closer. "This is your way back. Your journey in this dimension is complete, and now you have a greater role to play in your own world."

    Karl nodded slowly. "Thank you… for everything."

    The old man only smiled, raising his hand in a silent gesture of farewell. Without another word, Karl stepped into the portal. The light from the portal engulfed his body entirely, making him feel like he was being thrust into a vortex of energy. The sensation wasn't painful, but it made his head spin.

    ---

    Karl opened his eyes to find himself standing on a familiar sidewalk. The tall buildings, glowing streetlights, and humid night air instantly reminded him of Unrill City. He glanced ahead and saw the convenience store where he used to work. Its slightly faded sign was still hanging in place.

    He stared at the building with mixed emotions. Just a few days ago, he had felt like his life had no direction while working there. But now, everything felt different. Before he could take a step, a new notification appeared before him.

    [Congratulations! You have evolved into an Uncommon Monarch.]

    [As an Uncommon Monarch, you now have full authority over the manipulation of common sense around you.]

    The notification was followed by new details appearing on his system panel:

    ---

    Status: Karl

    Level: Uncommon Monarch

    New Ability: Absolute Common Sense Override

    Duration: Unlimited

    Effect: Allows rewriting of common sense on a larger scale without time limits.

    Note: This evolution increases the scope of control to include large communities.

    Hijack Points Capacity: 10,000 (current maximum)

    Dimensional Balance: Stable

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    Chapter 98 - Back To The Past

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Karl looked around, feeling a swirl of emotions. The familiar city streets, towering buildings, and the noise of traffic reminded him that he was truly back in his own time.

    The system suddenly spoke in his head:

    [RadiantSpank has been obtained. You can now hijack human common sense within a 50-meter radius, in a circular area centered on you.]

    Karl nodded slightly, acknowledging the new power now at his disposal. He gazed at his apartment building from afar. His steps felt heavy as shadows of the past began to haunt him.

    "What if they recognize my face?" Karl thought.

    He cautiously activated RadiantSpank. In his mind, he carved a simple command:

    "What Karl Min did in the past was perfectly normal."

    With that, his worries eased a little. He walked toward the apartment building with more confidence. People passing by nodded or smiled at him, as if he were just another ordinary tenant who had never disappeared without a trace.

    Reaching his apartment unit, Karl was stunned. Everything looked neat, as if it had never been left behind. He walked to his desk, turned on his computer, and waited for the boot screen to load. His eyes immediately caught the date in the bottom right corner of the screen:

    October 10, 2029.

    Karl froze, his heart pounding.

    "This is the day it all began," he murmured.

    The system spoke again:

    [You have been sent back to the past as a reward. The Absolute Being appreciates your efforts in saving a dimension on the brink of collapse. This is your second chance to set things right.]

    Karl exhaled deeply. Gratitude and regret flooded his mind. He remembered all the mistakes he had made, especially using the SpankSome ability on Jane, his former manager. He knew how wrong he had been, and this opportunity was his way to make amends.

    His phone suddenly rang, pulling his attention. Jane's name appeared on the screen. Karl's heart raced again, but he answered the call.

    "Hello?"

    "Karl! You finally picked up. Where have you been? Skipping work without notice is so unprofessional, you know!" Jane's voice was sharp with anger, but there was no hint of hatred.

    Karl sighed, trying to calm himself.

    "I'm sorry, Ma'am. A lot has happened. I truly apologize for that."

    "Well, at least you're answering now. Listen, we still need people at the store. If you're willing to come back, I can talk to the boss," Jane said, her tone softening.

    Karl closed his eyes for a moment, feeling relieved. He knew Jane didn't remember anything about what had happened between them. It was all thanks to the system, and now he had a chance not to repeat the same mistakes.

    "Thank you, Ma'am. I'll think about it," Karl replied quietly.

    "Don't take too long to decide. We're short on staff," Jane said before hanging up, her usual firmness intact.

    Karl stared at his now darkened phone screen. He let out a long breath, grateful that his past mistakes had been erased along with the time travel.

    "I'm not the same person anymore," Karl muttered, his gaze firm. "I have a second chance. I won't waste it."

    Karl sat down at his desk, looking out at the city shining through his apartment window. His past was full of sins, but his future was now in his own hands.

    ---

    Karl sat quietly in front of his apartment window, gazing at the city where it all began. Memories of the past started to haunt him, appearing one by one like shadows refusing to leave. Among those memories, the name Layla surfaced in his mind.

    He took a deep breath. Layla's face slowly came into focus. He remembered how she had helped him when he was at his lowest, even though her own life was filled with suffering.

    "I need to find her," Karl thought. Before he could move forward with his life, he needed to make sure Layla was okay.

    But another memory suddenly surfaced, making him pause. His father's face appeared in his mind. A father he had never fully understood—a man with secrets too big to reveal. Karl recalled a faint clue about the power his father possessed.

    "I need to figure it all out," Karl murmured to himself. He remembered the strange events that had occurred in Neosia, things that defied logic.

    Clenching his fists, Karl tried to steady himself. "I'll ask him about it later. But for now..."

    He stared at his reflection in the window. Layla was his priority. She had suffered too much before they met, and Karl felt he owed her.

    "I have to find her, no matter what," he resolved.

    ---

    The Next Day

    Before heading back to his old job as a mediocre store clerk, Karl stood at the entrance of a luxurious apartment building. The place loomed high, with glass panels reflecting the late afternoon sun. He took a deep breath, trying to calm his mind before stepping inside.

    In the lobby, a receptionist greeted him with a polite smile, though her eyes subtly assessed his ordinary appearance.

    "Can I help you, sir?" she asked professionally.

    "I'd like to see Valencia," Karl replied without preamble.

    The receptionist looked slightly surprised, then adjusted her posture. "I'm sorry, sir. Miss Valencia is currently out of town. Do you have an appointment with her?"

    Karl shook his head lightly. "No, but please contact her. Tell her someone wants to meet and mention the word Noctis."

    The receptionist hesitated, scanning Karl up and down as if determining whether his request was worth entertaining. Valencia was wealthy and influential, while the man before her seemed like an average nobody.

    "I'm sorry, sir, but this is highly irregular. We usually only contact Miss Valencia for urgent matters or if the person requesting to meet is pre-registered," she said cautiously.

    Karl gave her a calm yet piercing look. "Trust me, this is urgent. She'll understand if you use that word."

    Reluctantly, the receptionist nodded. "Very well, I'll try contacting her. Please wait a moment."

    She picked up the phone and dialed a few numbers, speaking in a lower tone. Karl waited patiently, though the tension in the air was palpable.

    After a few minutes, she hung up and looked back at Karl. "I've passed along your message, sir. However, Miss Valencia is currently in an area with poor signal reception and cannot be reached."

    Karl nodded slightly, showing no disappointment. "Thank you. I'll return later."

    With that, he turned and walked out of the lobby, leaving the receptionist still puzzled by the encounter. Meanwhile, Karl contemplated his next move, confident that Valencia would contact him soon after hearing his message.

    ---

    Later, Karl stood behind the cash register, greeting Jane with a formal smile as he resumed his old job. As expected, everything felt the same as before—boring routines, fussy customers, and, of course, Zoey, his co-worker notorious for "borrowing" small items from the store.

    Zoey approached from a nearby shelf, carrying a small box filled with office supplies. She grinned widely, as always.

    "Karl! Finally, you're back. I thought you'd run off," she said jokingly.

    Karl nodded, keeping his cool. "Yeah, I'm back."

    Zoey placed the box on the counter. "Good. I was overwhelmed working alone. So, are you ready to handle everything that piled up while you were gone?"

    Karl nodded again, not wanting to prolong the conversation. He already knew what was coming next.

    Zoey picked up a fancy pen from the box, examining it with interest. "Hmm, this is nice. If it were me, I'd keep it as a personal collection."

    Karl kept his composure. He knew this "joke" was more than just words, but he didn't want to raise suspicion by reacting too much.

    "Don't joke about that in front of customers," Karl said casually.

    Zoey laughed lightly. "Relax, I'm just kidding."

    She walked away, carrying the box with her, leaving Karl to exhale deeply. He knew this issue wasn't over, but for now, he decided to stay calm and play his part. After all, he had bigger plans to carry out.

    Zoey had left the store after finishing her shift, leaving Karl alone behind the cash register. The store was getting quiet, with only a few customers wandering between the shelves. Karl seized the moment to talk to his system.

    In his mind, he asked, "System, will I still receive quests like before?"

    The system responded in its calm, neutral tone:

    [No. You will no longer receive quests like before, as you now hold the title Uncommon Monarch. This title places you at the pinnacle of abnormality. You are no longer an ordinary person who needs to be guided in the same way.]

    Karl frowned. "So now I have no direction? Then what's the point of this system?"

    [A new feature is available to help you make decisions. It's called Chrono Vision. For 5000 Hijack Points, you can detect major events in the future. This feature is designed for individuals like you, who are beyond the system's usual control.]

    Karl fell silent, contemplating the offer. He knew 5000 Hijack Points was no small amount, but he also couldn't ignore the importance of knowing what lay ahead. His life was no longer just about having fun or simply surviving. Now, he had a bigger purpose—to fix the world and prevent disasters.

    "Alright, I'll use Chrono Vision," Karl said at last, his voice filled with determination.

    A notification appeared before his eyes:

    [5000 Hijack Points Consumed. Activating Chrono Vision...]

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    A notification instantly appeared before his eyes:

    [5000 Hijack Points Consumed. Activating Chrono Vision...]

    A translucent screen materialized in front of him, projecting an image so intense it made him freeze. A deafening cosmic supersonic explosion erupted in the sky, its shockwave ripping through the atmosphere with unimaginable energy. Karl furrowed his brows as he observed the scene.

    "What… what does this mean?"

    The system responded calmly:

    [The first of two cosmic supersonic explosions will occur two months from now. This explosion will trigger an ice age, creating an extended winter that will paralyze much of modern civilization.]

    Karl felt his chest tighten. "Wait. You said two explosions? What happens after the second one?"

    [Details of the second explosion cannot be detected yet due to the extended time gap. However, its impact is predicted to be far greater than the first.]

    His throat went dry. "And humanity? Can people survive this?"

    [The first explosion will trigger a phenomenon called Awakening. Most humans will develop superhuman abilities, such as elemental control, gravity manipulation, or regeneration. However, no one will be like you, Karl. Their Awakening is a natural result of mutations caused by cosmic energy, whereas you are an anomaly created by the system.]

    Karl paused, absorbing the information. This was both good and bad news. With powers like those, humanity had a chance to survive in a chaotic world. But Karl knew humans—they often misused power.

    "And the Homo Obscura? What happens to them?" Karl asked, his voice carrying a note of dread.

    [The Homo Obscura will likely experience Awakening as well. However, their power increase will be far more extreme compared to ordinary humans. They already possess strength beyond human limits, and Awakening will make them even stronger.]

    Karl let out a long sigh. He could already picture the future—a fractured world filled with super-powered humans, and an even more dangerous Homo Obscura roaming freely.

    "So, everything Glowsphere has been doing… it's all pointless, huh? The winter they've been trying to prevent will happen anyway," Karl muttered, gazing out the window at the twinkling city lights.

    The system chimed again:

    [Correct. However, the effects of the first explosion won't be immediate. The extended winter will take time to reach its peak, giving humanity some room to adapt. Unfortunately, most humans won't realize they've undergone Awakening until it's too late. The process is slow, and abilities often manifest during moments of extreme stress or crisis.]

    Karl nodded. It made sense. Humans had a tendency to ignore subtle changes until they became catastrophic problems.

    "And the second explosion? Can it be stopped?"

    [The second explosion is predicted to occur approximately ten years after the first. Further information cannot be provided at this time. However, if humanity isn't prepared, the second explosion will likely mark the end of civilization.]

    Karl closed his eyes briefly, trying to process everything. The world had just been handed a chance to evolve—and a threat capable of wiping out everything at the same time.

    "I can't just sit still," Karl said under his breath. "If humanity is going to gain powers, I need to make sure they know how to use them wisely. And as for the Homo Obscura… I need to figure out how to deal with them."

    The system delivered one final notification:

    [You have two months before the first explosion. Use this time wisely. Chrono Vision can be reactivated for 5000 Hijack Points to detect further developments.]

    The notification faded from his vision, leaving Karl staring at the empty space where it had been. Two months felt incredibly short, but it was still time—time to prepare, time to act.

    "Two months," he murmured, his voice filled with determination. "I'll be ready."

    ---

    Midnight Meeting

    Karl walked home briskly after finishing his shift. The night air was sharp and biting, a chilling reminder that time was running out. The images from Chrono Vision replayed in his mind, looping like a broken tape—an endless cycle of destruction and chaos.

    When he unlocked the door to his small apartment, something felt… off. The lights were off, leaving only pale moonlight to filter through the thin curtains. There was a faint scent of lavender in the air, but beneath it, he detected something sharper—a metallic smell. Blood, perhaps.

    Against the faint moonlight, a silhouette leaned casually against the window frame—a woman with long hair cascading down her shoulders, her posture sharp and confident.

    Valencia.

    Her crimson eyes glowed faintly in the dark as she fixed them on Karl. Her expression was calm, but her presence was razor-sharp, every muscle in her body poised for action.

    "You're late, Karl," Valencia said in her smooth, emotionless tone.

    Karl swallowed hard but kept his face composed. Valencia didn't know anything about the future—yet. To her, Karl was still just an ordinary guy, perhaps a little suspicious, but ultimately harmless.

    "How did you get in here, Valencia?" Karl asked cautiously, closing the door behind him.

    Valencia smirked slightly and tilted her head towards the door. "Do you really think a simple lock can stop a Homo Noctis like me? I didn't even have to try."

    Karl nodded slowly. Her presence here wasn't an accident, and she wasn't here to chat over tea.

    Valencia stepped forward, her movements so fluid they were almost soundless. "What do you know about Homo Noctis, Karl? And why do you know… about me?"

    For a brief moment, Karl's breath hitched, but he quickly regained his composure. He knew Valencia's reputation—The Slayer, a ruthless warrior feared even among the Homo Obscura.

    "I can explain," Karl said, keeping his voice calm and steady.

    Valencia raised an eyebrow, crossing her arms over her chest. "Explain, then. And you'd better not waste my time."

    Karl met her crimson gaze. Valencia didn't know about the explosions, the Awakening, or the chaos looming just two months away. She didn't know how their fates were intertwined.

    "Sorry if I've caused you any concern. That wasn't my intention," Karl said softly.

    Valencia scoffed, her sharp eyes never leaving his face. "Concern? You overestimate yourself, Karl. I'm not worried about you—I'm curious. How does a convenience store clerk know about Homo Noctis and… me?"

    Karl hesitated. The truth was dangerous, but there was no time for half-truths or stalling.

    "My father… David," Karl said seriously. "You know him, don't you?"

    For the first time, Valencia's unshakable composure cracked. Her eyes widened, and her lips parted slightly.

    "David…" she whispered, the name escaping her lips like a ghost from her past.

    Karl pressed on before she could recover. "He's still alive. He suppressed his powers for reasons I don't know."

    Valencia turned her face away, her voice trembling slightly despite her efforts to hide it. "David disappeared years ago. I thought he was dead."

    Karl's voice was steady. "He's alive, Valencia. And right now, we don't have time to waste."

    Valencia closed her eyes for a moment, her shoulders rising and falling as she steadied herself. When she looked back at Karl, her eyes were sharp and determined once more.

    "What do you know, Karl? What's happening?"

    Karl took a deep breath, preparing himself. "In two months, there's going to be a supersonic cosmic explosion. It's not just any disaster—it'll trigger an extended ice age and completely reshape the world as we know it."

    Valencia's brows knitted together, her arms crossed tightly against her chest. "And what happens to humans?"

    "The explosion will trigger something called Awakening," Karl continued. "Most humans will develop superhuman abilities—control over elements, gravity, regeneration… But that's not the main issue."

    "What is?" Valencia asked, her voice sharp.

    "Homo Obscura," Karl said gravely. "They'll undergo Awakening too, but their power will be far beyond anything humans can handle. If we're not ready, they'll tear this world apart."

    For a moment, Valencia was silent. Her jaw was clenched, and her crimson eyes glimmered with intensity.

    "So, the world is heading towards destruction, and we have two months to prepare," she said finally.

    Karl nodded. "Exactly. And we can't afford to waste a single moment."

    Valencia exhaled slowly, her gaze locked onto Karl's.

    "Then let's not waste time," she said firmly.

    For the first time that night, Karl felt a flicker of hope. The road ahead would be brutal, but at least he wasn't walking it alone.

    Karl nodded, his eyes meeting Valencia's sharp gaze. They both understood that time was now their greatest enemy. The world they knew was on the verge of collapse, and only a handful of people would be ready to face what was coming.

    "I need your help, Valencia," Karl said firmly. "I might have the system, but I'm not a fighter like you. I need someone who can train me—someone who knows how to survive in chaos."

    Valencia stared at him for a long moment before letting out a short sigh. "I'm not a teacher, Karl. But I'm also not someone who'll sit back while the world crumbles around me."

    She stepped closer, her finger jabbing Karl's chest hard enough to make him take a step back.

    "You have two months, Karl. That's an incredibly short time to become strong. If you want to survive—and maybe save a few people along the way—you'll have to endure hellish training."

    Karl clenched his fists, determination blazing in his eyes. "I'm ready, Valencia. Do whatever it takes."

    A faint smirk tugged at Valencia's lips, but her gaze remained sharp. "Then we start tomorrow morning. Don't be late. And one more thing..."

    She leaned in closer, her voice dropping to a near whisper. "Never lie to me, Karl. I can smell a lie from a mile away."

    Karl swallowed hard and nodded. Deep down, he knew—this was just the beginning.

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦

  
  




  Chapter 100 - Layla
  

  


  
    
    Chapter 100 - Layla

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Karl let out a long sigh, his sharp eyes fixed on Valencia. But before they could start the promised training, there was something he needed to settle first.

    "Valencia, I need your help with something important before we begin," Karl said seriously.

    Valencia raised an eyebrow, her expression slightly puzzled. "Something important? What is it?"

    Karl clasped his hands together as if gathering the courage to voice his request. "I want you to pick someone up for me."

    Valencia narrowed her eyes, her curiosity piqued. "Who?"

    "Her name is Layla," Karl said softly, his voice heavy with emotion. "She… she's someone very important to me."

    Valencia crossed her arms over her chest and tilted her head slightly. "Layla? Who is she to you? A lover? A sister? An old friend?"

    Karl stared at the floor, his mind racing. How could he explain this? Time had been cruel to him, and now he stood before a Homo Noctis who had no emotional attachment to ordinary humans.

    "Layla might not remember me now," Karl finally said, his voice trembling. "But I remember her. She… she used to mean so much to me. And now, she's living as a homeless girl on the outskirts of Southrill, struggling to survive every day."

    Valencia remained silent, her eyes scanning Karl's face carefully. "And why should I care?"

    Karl lifted his head, his gaze filled with determination. "Because I care. Because if this world is really going to collapse like I've seen in my Chrono Vision, I can't let her die in misery. I want her to have a chance—a chance to live better, to survive this disaster."

    Valencia stayed silent for what felt like an eternity, then finally sighed.

    "You know, Karl," she said softly but sharply, "there are a lot of people in this world who will die. You can't save them all."

    "I know," Karl replied quickly. "But at least I can save one person. If I have to choose who to save first, it's going to be Layla."

    Valencia looked at Karl in silence. There was something in his eyes—something that made her pause and seriously consider his request.

    "Do you have any idea where she is?" Valencia finally asked.

    Karl nodded. "In the slums. She usually sits in a corner alley, under a flickering streetlight."

    Valencia sighed and walked towards the window. "Alright, Karl. I'll get her tonight. But don't expect me to be gentle about it."

    Karl nodded gratefully. "Thank you, Valencia. I owe you one."

    With an elegant movement almost like a dance, Valencia leapt out the window. In an instant, she vanished into the night, leaving Karl alone in his apartment.

    ---

    The Slums

    The night air in the slums was bone-chilling. The stench of garbage, vehicle fumes, and dust mixed into an unwelcoming atmosphere. Streetlights flickered weakly, as if tired of their duty.

    Valencia walked slowly through the narrow alleys, her crimson eyes glowing faintly in the dark. Her body moved with the grace of a predator, each step nearly soundless.

    In one corner, under the dim light of a dying streetlamp, she spotted a small girl curled up. The girl's clothes were torn and filthy, her hair matted, and her tiny body shivering from the cold.

    "Layla…" Valencia murmured softly.

    The little girl lifted her head, her large hazel eyes filled with fear. She hugged her knees tighter.

    "Who… who are you?" Layla asked in a small, trembling voice.

    Valencia crouched down in front of her, trying to soften her intimidating aura. "I'm here to pick you up."

    Layla shook her head vigorously. "No! I'm not going anywhere with a stranger! Go away!"

    Valencia sighed and extended her hand. "Someone who cares about you asked me to find you. His name is Karl."

    Layla's eyes blinked as if trying to recognize the name. But it was clear she couldn't remember.

    "Karl…" Layla whispered softly.

    "He wants you to be safe, Layla. He wants you to have a better life," Valencia continued.

    Layla remained silent, but slowly, her grip on her knees loosened. Valencia took the opportunity and gently reached out to hold Layla's tiny hand.

    "Come on. You don't have to stay here anymore."

    With hesitant steps, Layla stood up. Valencia picked up the tattered blanket the girl had been using and wrapped it around her shoulders. Then, without another word, they walked out of the dark alley, leaving behind the foul smell and suffocating darkness.

    ---

    Karl's Apartment, After His Shift

    Karl paced back and forth in his living room, anxiety gnawing at every corner of his mind. His head was filled with worst-case scenarios—what if Valencia couldn't find Layla? What if something happened on the way?

    But a knock on the door stopped all his thoughts.

    He quickly opened the door. Standing there was Valencia, with a small figure beside her. Layla stood in Valencia's shadow, her hazel eyes staring at Karl with fear and confusion.

    "Karl…?" Layla whispered softly.

    Karl knelt down in front of her, his smile warm despite the exhaustion in his eyes.

    "Hey, Layla. You're safe now. You don't have to be afraid anymore."

    Layla still looked hesitant, but slowly, she stepped forward and hugged Karl. Her small body trembled, but Karl held her tightly, trying to convey as much warmth as he could.

    Valencia stood behind them, arms crossed over her chest, letting out a quiet sigh.

    "You two are really making me sentimental," she muttered.

    Karl smiled faintly, still holding Layla. "Thank you, Valencia. I'll never forget this."

    Valencia simply nodded, then walked to the window. "You two should rest tonight. Tomorrow morning, we start training—and Karl, don't make me regret helping you."

    Karl nodded firmly. "I won't let you down."

    As Valencia disappeared into the night, Karl hugged Layla tighter. He knew—this was just the beginning of a long and dangerous journey. But for tonight, at least Layla was safe.

    And for Karl, that was more than enough.

    ---

    Layla sat on the old couch, wrapped in a blanket, clutching a warm cup of tea Karl had prepared for her. Her hazel eyes stared blankly at the floor, her mind clearly clouded with confusion.

    Karl sat across from her, looking at the little girl softly. He knew this conversation would be difficult.

    "Karl…" Layla's voice was faint. "What's really happening? Who are you? Why… why did that woman bring me here? And why do you care about me?"

    Karl gave a faint smile. "I know this is hard to understand, Layla. But I promise, I'll explain everything."

    Layla frowned, her expression filled with disbelief.

    Karl took a deep breath before speaking. "I… I'm from the future, Layla."

    Layla's eyes widened. "The future? What do you mean?"

    "I know it sounds crazy, but hear me out," Karl said quickly, trying to ease her fear. "Our world is going to face a huge catastrophe soon. A cosmic explosion will trigger an endless winter, freezing almost the entire planet. And in that world… everything will change. People will gain powers, but many will abuse them."

    Layla clutched her cup tightly, her face uncertain. "You're joking, right? This… this doesn't make sense."

    Karl shook his head softly. "I know it's hard to believe. But I have something no one else has—I have a system that gives me access to this knowledge. I was given a second chance to fix things, including… fixing what happened to you."

    Layla's eyes filled with tears. "What happened… to me?"

    Karl's gaze was serious. "I know about Glowsphere. I know how they used you. I know about Angeline—the woman who framed you, twisted the truth, and took everything from you."

    Layla's body stiffened at the mention of that name.

    "K-Karl… you… know about Angeline?" Her voice trembled.

    Karl nodded solemnly. "Yes. And I promise, Layla—I won't let that happen again."

    Tears streamed down Layla's face as she leaned into Karl's embrace. For the first time in a long while, she felt something she had almost forgotten—safety.

    And for Karl, that was all that mattered.

    Layla had calmed down now. The traces of tears still lingered on her cheeks, but her eyes looked more focused.

    "What… what are we going to do now?" she asked softly.

    Karl gave Layla a soft smile, his voice calm and reassuring.

    "For now, Layla… you can relax. You're safe here, and you don't need to worry about anything else tonight."

    Layla's hazel eyes shimmered with fresh tears, her lips trembling as she tried to speak. "Safe… I don't even know what that feels like anymore, Karl."

    She sniffled, clutching the blanket tighter around her shoulders. "Do you know what it's like… to wake up every morning and not know if you'll survive the day? To be so hungry that your stomach feels like it's eating itself? To sleep in the cold, hoping you'll wake up the next day, but also… wishing you wouldn't?"

    Karl's heart ached as he listened to her words, each one cutting deeper than the last.

    "No one ever stopped for me. No one cared. They all just walked past, like I was invisible. Like I didn't matter…" Layla's voice broke, and she buried her face in her hands as her body shook with quiet sobs.

    Karl closed his eyes for a moment, letting the weight of her words settle in his chest. He remembered this—this exact moment. He had lived it before. Layla's broken voice, her fragile frame, the tears staining her dirt-streaked cheeks.

    Even though she couldn't possibly remember him, Karl remembered her vividly. This scene had played out before.

    Slowly, Karl moved to sit beside Layla on the couch. Without saying a word, he wrapped his arms around her trembling shoulders and pulled her close.

    "You're not invisible anymore, Layla," he said softly, his voice firm despite the lump forming in his throat. "You're not alone. Not anymore."

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    Chapter 101 - Forget the revenge

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Layla froze in Karl's embrace. Her small body was still trembling, but slowly, her sobs began to subside. The cold night air felt a little warmer in the silence they shared.

    After a while, Layla took a deep breath and wiped her tear-streaked face with the sleeve of her worn-out shirt. Her voice was soft but firm as she asked, "Karl... what really happened to me before? Why do you care about me? And how do you even know me?"

    Karl looked deeply into her eyes. This was a moment he had known would come, but that didn't make it any easier. He sighed heavily and leaned back, his gaze fixed on the cracked ceiling as if seeking strength in its imperfections.

    "I wasn't a good person, Layla," Karl began, his voice low but steady. "I had abilities—powers that I used in all the wrong ways. I… did things that are unforgivable."

    Layla's eyes widened, but she remained silent, waiting for him to continue.

    "I could manipulate people's perception of reality. Not in some grand, heroic way like in fairy tales, but just enough to make people believe things that weren't true. I… I used that power to exploit women, to take what I wanted without caring about the consequences."

    Karl clenched his fists, his knuckles turning white as his nails dug into his palms.

    "And when I thought no one could stop me, someone did. A man from a race called the Homo Obscura came for me. They're beings who can't be fooled by illusions or tricks. He took me to a place I can't even describe. And there… I was judged. Every sin, every crime, laid bare before them. And they decided I deserved to die."

    Layla held her breath, her eyes glistening with unshed tears—not just from sadness, but from fear and sympathy mixed into one.

    "But I escaped. Somehow, I managed to slip away from them, wandering through darkness and silence. And that's when I met you, Layla."

    Karl locked eyes with her, making sure she understood every word he was about to say.

    "Back then, you lived on the fringes of a crumbling city. You shared your last piece of bread with me even though you were starving yourself. You offered me warmth when I had nothing left. That tiny act of kindness—it saved me. You saved me, Layla. You gave me a reason to believe I could change."

    Layla bit her lower lip, fighting back the fresh tears threatening to fall.

    "But that night didn't end well…" Karl continued, his voice trembling slightly. "A group of thugs found us. They demanded money—protection money you obviously didn't have. You tried to fight back, to protect what little you had left. But they were stronger… and crueler."

    Karl paused, his voice catching in his throat.

    "They almost… almost did something unforgivable to you, Layla. I tried to stop them, but… I failed. I was too late."

    Tears welled up in Layla's eyes again, but this time she didn't look away. She stared at Karl, her face etched with anger, sadness, and fear.

    "What… what happened to me after that, Karl?" her voice trembled.

    Karl closed his eyes briefly before answering. "I summoned an Uncommon Guard—Undead Platinum—and I made sure none of them walked away from that night alive."

    Layla went silent. Her small hands clenched into fists on her lap, her entire body trembling—not from the cold, but from the storm of emotions swirling inside her.

    "So… you came back from the future just to… save me?" Layla asked in a fragile voice.

    Karl nodded slowly. "Yes. Because in the world that's coming, you're important, Layla. You have something inside you—something that could change everything. But more than that… you're the reason I'm still standing here today. You gave me hope when I had nothing left."

    The silence that followed felt heavy, broken only by the faint sound of the wind rattling the window.

    Layla looked at Karl with determined eyes. "Then… I'll trust you, Karl. I don't know what the future holds, but… I'll trust you."

    Karl smiled faintly, though his eyes glistened with emotion.

    "Thank you, Layla. I promise, I won't let you down this time."

    That night, under the faint glow of the flickering lightbulb in a shabby apartment, two broken souls began to piece themselves back together. Outside, the world might be spiraling toward ruin, but in that small room, a new promise was born.

    A promise to protect. A promise to atone. And a promise to never abandon each other again.

    ---

    After a long silence, Layla wiped away the lingering tears on her cheeks. Her hazel eyes now shone with a determination rarely seen before. With a shaky voice, she asked, "Karl… what about Angeline? She's the one who ruined my life. I… I want revenge on her."

    Karl closed his eyes briefly before letting out a deep sigh. He had expected this, and he was ready for it.

    "Layla," Karl began, his voice calm but firm. "I understand. I really do. What she did to you… it's unforgivable. But right now, revenge won't get you anywhere. The world we know is coming to an end. What happened in the past—no matter how cruel or unfair—won't matter when the entire world is covered in ice and death."

    Layla stared at him, confusion and suppressed anger flickering in her eyes. "How can you say that? She destroyed my life! She framed me, took everything from me, and—"

    "—and the world is ending, Layla!" Karl cut her off, his voice sharp but filled with sadness. "An eternal winter is coming. The world will freeze down to its core. All revenge, hatred, and even ambition will become meaningless when survival becomes the only thing that matters."

    Karl stood up and walked to the window, gazing out into the darkness of the night.

    Layla looked down, her lips trembling, but she didn't argue. Karl's words hit her hard, but they also started to sink in.

    "I'm not asking you to forgive her, Layla," Karl continued, his voice softer now. "You don't have to forgive what she did to you. But you need to let go of that revenge if you want to survive. If you want to make it through what's coming, we need to focus on something bigger—on staying alive, on protecting the people we can still save."

    Layla bit her lip again, fighting back more tears. After a long pause, she lifted her head and looked at Karl with eyes full of grief but also a newfound understanding.

    "What do we do now, Karl?" she asked softly.

    Karl turned to face her, his gaze firm and resolute.

    "We prepare, Layla. I can't do this alone. I need you to be strong. I'll train you, protect you, and make sure you survive the eternal winter ahead."

    Layla stared at him for a moment before nodding slowly. Something shifted in her eyes—her rage and sorrow were now tempered with a fierce determination.

    "I trust you, Karl. I'll follow you… and I'll survive."

    Karl gave her a faint smile, but deep down, he knew this was just the beginning of their long and harrowing journey. The world they were about to face was merciless, where even the smallest mistake could mean death.

    But for now, they had each other—and that was enough to take the first step.

    Outside the window, the wind howled, carrying with it the icy whispers of the endless winter to come. And in that tiny apartment, two broken souls prepared to face the end of the world—together.

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    Chapter 102 - Can't

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Karl sat on the edge of the worn-out couch, his phone trembling lightly in his hand. In the corner of the dimly lit room, Layla was fast asleep, her small frame curled up tightly in the thin blanket Karl had given her earlier. Her face was still damp with traces of tears, and her breathing was uneven, as if her body was still haunted by nightmares. Outside, the night wind howled fiercely, rattling the cracked window panes. It carried an ominous chill, like a whisper from a future filled with destruction.

    Karl closed his eyes and took a deep breath, steadying his shaking hands. He had been avoiding this call for so long, but there was no other choice now. His thumb hovered over the call button, hesitating for a brief moment before he pressed it. The phone rang twice before a familiar deep voice answered.

    "Hello? Karl?"

    David's voice carried a hint of surprise, mixed with mild concern. Maybe he wasn't expecting his son to call him at such a late hour.

    "Yeah, Dad… it's me," Karl replied, his voice barely above a whisper.

    There was a brief silence. Karl could hear the faint sound of his father sighing on the other end.

    "What's wrong? Are you okay, son?"

    Karl stared at the cracked floor beneath his feet, searching for strength in the silence. Every word felt heavy, but he had to speak. "Dad… I need your help. Something's about to happen, and I… I can't face it alone."

    David paused for a moment, his voice growing more serious. "You sound… different, Karl. Like something's really wrong. Are you in trouble? Tell me where you are, I'll come get you."

    Karl swallowed hard. His throat felt dry, and his chest ached with every breath he took. "Dad… this might sound strange, but… have you ever felt like you were hiding something? Something… powerful?"

    There was silence again, followed by a soft, dry chuckle from David. "What are you talking about, Karl? You're making me sound like some kind of superhero. I'm just an ordinary man trying to get by in this messed-up world."

    Karl clenched his fist, his knuckles turning white as frustration bubbled up inside him. "Dad, please. I'm serious. I… I know you're not just an ordinary man. There's something about you, something you've been hiding from me."

    David's voice sharpened slightly. "Karl, stop. Whatever you think you know, just… stop. It's late, and I'm tired. If this is some kind of joke or weird game, it ends now."

    Karl froze, his mind racing. There was fear in his father's voice, but it wasn't fear of him—it was fear of something else. Something deeper. Something buried.

    "Dad… if I told you the world is about to end, and only you can stop it… would you believe me?"

    The line went quiet. For a moment, Karl thought David had hung up. But then, he heard the faint sound of his father exhaling slowly, his voice softer now.

    "Karl… son, are you okay? Are you hurt? Are you in danger? If you're in trouble, come home. We'll figure this out together."

    Karl closed his eyes, pressing his palm against his forehead. The frustration, the helplessness—it was all too much. "No, Dad. I can't come home. Not now. But… if something happens, if things go wrong… please, don't come looking for me. Stay somewhere safe."

    David's voice cracked slightly. "Karl, you're scaring me. You sound like… like someone who's about to do something reckless. Please, son, just tell me what's going on."

    Karl let out a slow, shaky breath. He realized now that no matter what he said, David wouldn't understand. Not yet. Maybe it was better this way—better if David stayed in the dark.

    "It's nothing, Dad. Forget what I said. I'm sorry for waking you up this late."

    "Karl, wait—"

    Karl ended the call before David could finish his sentence. The phone slipped from his hand and landed on his lap. His head lowered, his shoulders trembled slightly, but he quickly forced himself to pull it together.

    The silence in the room was suffocating. Layla shifted slightly in her sleep, her face scrunching up for a brief moment before relaxing again. Karl's eyes softened as he looked at her, but before he could think any further, a sharp, mechanical voice echoed in his head.

    [SYSTEM ACTIVE]

    "Karl, you cannot be near David when the explosion happens. If you stay close to him, there will be an unavoidable clash between the two of you."

    Karl's head snapped up, his eyes wide. "What do you mean? What kind of clash?"

    "David and you… your paths are opposites. If you are at the same place during a crucial moment, unimaginable destruction will occur—not just to the two of you, but to the world itself."

    Karl froze. The words sank into his mind like heavy stones. His heart pounded loudly in his chest, and his breathing became uneven.

    "So… Dad and I can't coexist?" he asked, his voice trembling.

    "Correct. Your paths have already been set to diverge. If one survives, the other must fall. It's an unbreakable law."

    Karl lowered his head, his hands gripping his knees tightly. A sharp pain spread through his chest, like a knife twisting deep inside him. His mind raced, trying to find some loophole, some way out of this cruel fate—but there was nothing.

    "So, this is how it ends…" he muttered under his breath.

    His gaze shifted to Layla again. The fragile little girl who had been through so much. She was the only reason he was still standing, still breathing. She was his purpose now.

    Karl turned his head toward the window, staring at the pitch-black night sky. The icy wind carried faint whispers of destruction, like ghosts foretelling a tragedy yet to unfold.

    "Alright, System. If this is my fate, I'll face it head-on. I'll protect the people I can save. Even if it means… leaving Dad behind."

    The system fell silent, and so did Karl. His shoulders straightened, and his eyes burned with fierce determination. The weight of the world seemed to press down on him, but he refused to buckle under it.

    In the silence of the night, Karl rose to his feet, his shadow stretching across the cracked walls of the room. The path ahead was dark and filled with uncertainty, but he would walk it.

    No matter how much it hurt. No matter how much he had to sacrifice.

    Because some promises were worth keeping.

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    Chapter 103 - Mrs. Jane

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    The morning was approaching noon, and the sky was overcast, casting a dim orange light while the breeze carried a damp scent. Karl stepped out of his apartment building.

    His black jacket clung to his frame. His gaze was empty, his mind busy replaying his conversation with Valencia earlier that morning.

    As he passed through a narrow alley behind a row of old apartment buildings, the sound of rustling near a trash bin caught his attention. A woman stood there, holding a large garbage bag.

    "Ah, damn… it tore again," she muttered under her breath.

    Karl stopped at the edge of the alley, his eyes widening as he recognized the woman's face. Julia. Her brown hair was tied up messily, with a few strands falling around her thin cheeks. She wore a loose t-shirt and worn-out shorts. Her face looked tired, yet there was still a faint warmth about her.

    Karl quickly turned his face away, but it was already too late. Julia had noticed him and offered a polite smile.

    "Oh, sorry. Am I blocking your way?" she said, shifting her body slightly to the side.

    "No… it's fine," Karl replied stiffly.

    Julia raised an eyebrow, perhaps confused by Karl's awkward reaction. After ensuring her trash bag was secure, she tossed it into the bin and dusted her hands off.

    "This place is always such a mess. Sorry if the smell bothers you."

    Karl tried to smile, but what came out was more of an odd grimace. "No, the smell… it's fine."

    Julia chuckled softly. "Fine, huh? You must have a strong nose."

    An awkward silence settled between them. Karl felt like a foolish teenager trying desperately to act casual in front of his crush. Even though Julia didn't even know him.

    "I should head back to my apartment. Have a good day," Julia said, turning around and walking toward the apartment's back door.

    Karl remained frozen in place, watching her back until she disappeared behind the rusty door.

    ---

    Karl sat on a bench in a small park near the convenience store where he worked. He stared blankly into the distance, a small smile etched on his lips.

    "So… that was the first time I've seen Julia again, and she doesn't even recognize me," he murmured softly.

    Memories of his past with Julia swirled in his mind. Back then, when he hijacked common sense about how to accept compliments—with a hug.

    He vividly remembered their first awkward encounter.

    Julia had been throwing out the trash, her hair neatly tied back. She wore simple clothes, yet Karl couldn't help but find her attractive.

    Karl also remembered Julia's husband. That man… Karl grimaced. Fat, sweaty, with a disgusting face that reminded him of an ugly bastard character from a hentai anime.

    Karl still felt the same anger bubbling up when he thought about Julia's husband. How could a woman as kind and beautiful as Julia end up with a guy like that?

    ---

    Karl returned to the convenience store, the small bell chiming as he pushed open the glass door. He walked over to the drinks aisle and grabbed a can of cold coffee.

    As he turned back toward the counter, the bell rang again. Julia walked in, this time wearing an oversized sweater and ripped jeans at the knees. Her face looked even more tired than it had a few hours earlier.

    "Oh… it's you again," Julia said with a faint smile.

    Karl stared at her for a few seconds before offering an awkward smile. "Hey again. The trash situation okay?"

    Julia let out a soft laugh. "Yeah, all good. You seem like someone who shows up at the most random times."

    "I just… work here," Karl replied, raising his coffee can slightly.

    Julia nodded, her gaze shifting to the snack rack beside the counter. She grabbed a few packs of biscuits and a bottle of milk.

    As she handed the money to the cashier, Karl noticed the dark circles under her eyes. She looked like someone who hadn't slept well in a long time.

    "Are you okay?" Karl blurted out without thinking.

    Julia froze for a moment, then smiled faintly. "I'm fine. Just… a little tired."

    Karl wanted to ask more, but the bell above the door rang loudly again. A large man with a bloated stomach and a greasy face stood in the doorway.

    "Julia!" the man barked in a harsh voice. "What's taking you so long? I told you to hurry up, didn't I?"

    Julia's face paled. She quickly grabbed her groceries and walked toward the door. The man shot Karl a brief, disdainful glance before turning and leaving with Julia.

    Karl gripped his coffee can tightly, his breath coming out in sharp bursts. He closed his eyes, trying to suppress the surge of emotions boiling in his chest.

    "Damn… That bastard looks even more repulsive now," Karl muttered under his breath.

    Outside, the world was on the brink of collapse. But amid the crumbling morals and looming destruction, Karl realized one thing: Some crimes didn't happen because the world was ending, but because the world had been broken from the start.

    And if he had to fight someone, maybe he would start with a man like that.

    As Karl resumed his work, he remembered that tomorrow was the day when the two Homo Obscura women would start working there. Karl could still recall their pale, ghostly faces.

    "How will our meeting go? Should I tell them about the winter apocalypse too? They're not bad people… maybe I should try to get to know them better later."

    Karl's mind then drifted to John, the Homo Obscura man who had nearly made him… perform an indecent act. Karl shuddered slightly at the memory.

    "What's going to happen to that guy this time? His life might be peaceful now since I didn't hijack the common sense about traffic."

    Karl was busy wiping down the counter when the bell above the store door rang again. He looked up, and his smile faltered slightly when he saw the familiar silhouette—Mrs. Jane.

    Her hair was tied up in a tight bun, her stern face scanning the store like a hawk searching for prey. In her hand, she clutched her trusty clipboard—her signature weapon for documenting every single one of Karl's mistakes.

    "Karl!" she barked sharply, her heels clicking against the tiled floor as she approached the counter. "Why is this floor still sticky? Did you even mop it? And don't you dare lie to me!"

    Karl took a deep breath, but strangely enough, a small, genuine smile crept across his lips. It was warm, almost nostalgic. It had been so long since someone had scolded him like this, and for some reason, it felt… comforting.

    "I did, Mrs. Jane. Twice, actually," Karl said calmly, wiping his hands on a rag.

    Mrs. Jane froze mid-step, her eyebrows furrowing. Her sharp eyes locked onto Karl's face, noticing something odd—he was smiling.

    "You're… smiling?" she said cautiously. "Are you planning something stupid? Or worse, are you hiding something from me?"

    Karl let out a soft chuckle, something rare when dealing with Mrs. Jane.

    "No, nothing like that, Mrs. Jane. It's just… it's been a while since someone scolded me like this. I almost forgot how it feels."

    Mrs. Jane tilted her head slightly, her suspicious expression deepening. She tapped her clipboard against her palm a few times, as if trying to solve some strange puzzle in front of her.

    "You're acting weird today, Karl. Normally, you'd pretend to be busy or mumble something under your breath when I show up."

    Karl shrugged casually. "Maybe I'm feeling nostalgic, Mrs. Jane. Back when I first started working here… well, you always kept me in line. Despite all the nagging, I think… I kind of missed this."

    Karl's words made Mrs. Jane pause for a moment. The stern look on her face softened slightly—just for a brief second.

    "Hmph!" she huffed, adjusting her glasses. "Don't think you can fool me with that smile and sweet talk. If I find even a speck of dust on the snack shelves, you'll be mopping this store three times over!"

    "Understood, Mrs. Jane!" Karl replied with a mock salute, his small smile still intact.

    Mrs. Jane turned swiftly on her heels and marched toward the snack aisle, her heels clicking rhythmically on the floor. But just before she disappeared behind the tall shelves, she glanced back briefly, giving Karl a strange look.

    Karl remained behind the counter, that faint smile still lingering on his lips.

    "Back then, I had to make her do things that… well, shouldn't have been done. Now? All I need to do is smile. Maybe this is a tiny slice of peace in the middle of the chaos that's coming."

    Karl adjusted a row of coffee cans on the front display, his gaze drifting outside the store window. The sky was still heavy with clouds, as if rain could pour at any moment. But for the first time in a long while, Karl felt just a little lighter.

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦

  
  




  Chapter 104 - Different Karl
  

  


  
    
    Chapter 104 - Different Karl

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Karl stepped out of the convenience store where he worked. In his hand, a plastic bag filled with some food and snacks hung lightly. Despite the exhaustion from an entire day of work, his steps felt lighter today.

    When he arrived at his small apartment, Karl carefully opened the door. Inside, Layla was sitting on the worn-out sofa with a book resting on her lap. She lifted her face, a faint smile appearing on her lips as she saw Karl walk in.

    "You're home." Her voice was soft, slightly hoarse.

    Karl lifted the plastic bag with a small smile. "I brought something for you. Some bread, milk, and… your favorite chocolate."

    Layla's eyes sparkled for a moment. She stood up and walked towards Karl, carefully taking the bag from him.

    "Thank you, Karl… I really don't know how to repay you for all of this."

    Karl placed his hand gently on Layla's head, ruffling her hair softly. "You don't need to repay anything, Layla. It's my responsibility to make sure you're okay."

    Layla bit her lip, staring blankly at the food in the plastic bag. After a few moments, she finally spoke in a soft voice.

    "Karl… is this really okay? I mean… us being here, you helping me… Are you sure you won't regret this?"

    Karl looked at her deeply, then let out a long sigh. He sat down on the sofa and gestured for Layla to sit beside him. Once she sat down, Karl began to speak.

    "Don't worry, Layla. I've thought about this carefully. I won't regret it, and I won't let you be alone ever again."

    Layla lowered her head, clutching the hem of her worn-out skirt tightly. Her voice trembled as she began to speak.

    "I… I feel dirty, Karl. I'm not a good girl. I've… been used by so many men who only saw me as an object… They ruined everything. I tried to forget, but the scars never go away."

    Karl was silent for a moment. He looked at Layla, who was struggling to hold back her tears. Without hesitation, he pulled her into his arms. Warm, firm, and filled with sincerity.

    "Layla, listen to me carefully. You're not dirty. You're a victim of a cruel world, not someone who deserves to be blamed for what happened to you."

    Layla bit her lip harder, her shoulders trembling in Karl's embrace. The tears she had been holding back finally fell, soaking Karl's shirt.

    Karl continued in a calm yet firm voice. "I'm not a saint either, Layla. I've made many mistakes in the past—things that might disgust you if you knew them. But in this broken world, all we can do is support each other to survive."

    Layla slowly pulled away from Karl's embrace, her eyes red and swollen. "How can you be so kind to me, Karl? I don't even deserve all of this…"

    Karl shook his head, touching Layla's cheek gently. "Everyone deserves a second chance, Layla. Including you… and me."

    Silence filled the room for a moment. Only the faint sound of the night breeze passing through the window could be heard.

    Layla finally gave a small nod and a faint smile. A smile that, although fragile, was filled with hope.

    "Thank you, Karl… Thank you for not leaving me."

    Karl smiled back. "We'll be okay, Layla. I promise."

    ---

    That night, Karl's small apartment was enveloped in silence. The dim light from a table lamp in the corner of the room was the only source of illumination. Karl lay on the old sofa, a thin blanket covering his body. Meanwhile, Layla was curled up on the small bed in the corner, her back turned to Karl.

    Karl closed his eyes, trying to force himself to sleep despite the stiffness and soreness in his body after several consecutive nights on the narrow sofa.

    On the other side of the room, Layla was still awake. Her mind was filled with guilt every time she saw Karl sleeping on that cramped sofa while she occupied the small, albeit worn-out, bed.

    After several minutes of hesitation, Layla finally spoke, her voice soft but clear in the stillness of the night.

    "Karl… why don't you just sleep here? The bed is small, but it's better than that hard sofa."

    Karl slowly opened his eyes, staring at Layla's back.

    "I'm fine here, Layla. You need a comfortable place to sleep."

    Layla bit her lip, her voice lowering as she continued.

    "Or… if you don't want to sleep next to me, I can sleep on the sofa. You can take the bed."

    Karl smiled faintly, even though Layla couldn't see it. "Layla, it's not about the bed. I just… I don't want to make you uncomfortable."

    Layla finally turned around, sitting at the edge of the bed while hugging her knees. Her face was illuminated by the faint light from the lamp.

    "I… I don't mind, Karl. Even if… if you need more than just sleep…"

    Her voice faded towards the end, her cheeks flushed slightly, even as her eyes glistened with tears. Karl stared at her, his eyes widening, his chest tightening at her words.

    "Layla… don't say things like that," Karl's voice was more serious this time.

    Layla lowered her head, her hands trembling on her knees.

    "I… I know my body isn't worth much. I lost my dignity a long time ago. But… if it can help you stay, if it can make you feel better… I'm okay with it, Karl. I just don't want to go back to the streets again. It's so scary… so terrifying."

    Karl stood from the sofa and walked towards her. Gently, he knelt in front of Layla, holding both of her hands softly.

    "Layla… your body isn't something cheap or something that can just be traded away. You are valuable, Layla. And what happened to you in the past wasn't your fault."

    Layla's eyes welled up with tears again. Her body shook slightly as Karl pulled her into an embrace. For a while, they just stayed there in silence.

    However, in the stillness, Karl's body reacted in a way he couldn't control. A wave of guilt hit him as he realized the tension in his lower body.

    Layla, noticing the change, slightly pulled away and looked at Karl with teary eyes but a small smile forming on her lips.

    "Karl… you're too kind for someone like me. But… see? Even you… your body reacts to me."

    Karl lowered his head, his face turning red with embarrassment. He wanted to explain, to apologize, but no words came out.

    Layla chuckled softly, her voice gentle yet warm.

    "I'm not mad, Karl. You're human, it's natural. But… I promise you one thing. I'll make myself useful. I'll help however I can—get a part-time job, do whatever I need to. As long as… I never have to go back to the streets again."

    Karl looked into Layla's eyes, filled with hope despite the lingering sadness. He nodded firmly.

    "We'll be okay, Layla. I promise I'll find a way to make our lives better. You'll never have to go back to the streets again, I'll make sure of it."

    Layla gave a small nod, and for the first time in a long while, a genuine smile appeared on her face. That night, Karl returned to the sofa, his mind racing, while Layla lay on the bed feeling a little safer.

    Between those promises and the silent night, something began to grow between them—something fragile, something dangerous, yet undeniably human.

    The next day, Karl's phone vibrated on the small table beside his bed. The dim light from the phone screen illuminated the dark room. Lazily, Karl reached for it and saw his manager's name displayed on the screen.

    Without even answering, Karl could already guess what was coming.

    "Yeah, Mrs. Jane?" Karl's voice sounded hoarse and tired as he answered the call.

    On the other end, his manager's voice was firm but emotionless. "Karl, you'll need to work a 12-hour shift today. We're short-staffed, so I hope you understand. From 12 AM to 12 PM. Can you manage?"

    Karl let out a small sigh before replying calmly, "Yeah. No problem."

    Without much further exchange, the call ended. Karl stared at the phone screen for a moment before placing it back on the table. This wasn't the first time he'd gotten such a sudden long shift, and he knew it wouldn't be the last.

    When Karl stepped out of his bedroom, he found Layla sitting at the small dining table, holding a cup of warm tea that she'd somehow managed to prepare herself. Her eyes were still slightly puffy from the tears last night, but there was a certain calmness in her expression.

    "You're up already," Layla said with a faint smile.

    Karl walked over, poured himself a glass of water, and leaned against the table. "I have to work a 12-hour shift today."

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    Chapter 105 - Changing

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Layla's smile faded slightly as she placed the cup on the table. Her voice was soft, almost hesitant.

    "That's… a long time, Karl. Are you sure you'll be okay?"

    Karl nodded calmly, trying to reassure her. "I'll be fine. This isn't new to me." He forced a small smile, though the exhaustion in his eyes was hard to hide.

    As time passed, they had grown closer, and Layla had become more open—until it was time for Karl to leave for work.

    Layla bit her lip, her fingers gripping the ceramic cup tightly. "Will you really be okay?"

    "Of course," Karl replied firmly but gently. "Just focus on resting and recovering, Layla. You don't need to worry about me."

    Silence hung between them. Layla's lips trembled as if she wanted to argue, but in the end, she just nodded quietly.

    Karl finished the water in his glass and grabbed his jacket. As he was about to step out the door, Layla called him softly.

    "Karl… be careful out there."

    Karl stopped, turned around, and looked at her with a gentle expression. "I will."

    Layla nodded again, her hands tightly clutching the ends of her sleeves as Karl stepped outside.

    ---

    Karl stepped out of his apartment with a relaxed stride, his black jacket shielding him from the biting morning wind. The city streets were beginning to buzz with morning activity, yet his mind felt calm—almost empty. It had been a long time since he felt this way—free from the weight pressing down on his chest every moment.

    As he walked along the sidewalk, his eyes caught a familiar figure. Elena. The mature woman with short blonde hair and an alluring figure dressed in a tight blazer and pencil skirt. Her face was as beautiful as ever, but her gaze? A sharp, venomous glare, like a dagger dipped in poison.

    Elena approached with quick steps, her stiletto heels clicking against the pavement. When their eyes met, Elena let out a small scoff, the corner of her lips curling into a mocking smile.

    Karl merely smiled back—a thin smile, almost provocative. His heart felt light, even… satisfied.

    "Everything's back to normal," Karl thought. Elena looking at him with contempt, with unhidden hatred—exactly as he expected. As if all the chaos that had happened recently was starting to settle, and the wheels of life were returning to a track he recognized.

    Without any further exchange, Elena walked away, leaving behind a faint yet piercing trace of expensive perfume. Karl chuckled softly to himself.

    ---

    A few minutes later, Karl stopped at a red light. Amidst the crowd waiting for the pedestrian signal to turn green, someone bumped his arm.

    "Excuse me… sorry, I wanted to ask… do you know where this address is?"

    The soft yet hesitant voice caught Karl's attention. He turned and froze. A familiar face. Cindy—the woman he once made suck his cock in a public place.

    Karl swallowed hard, his breath hitching for a moment. Cindy was holding a slip of paper with an address clearly written on it. His apartment building's address.

    "This… this address?" Karl asked cautiously.

    Cindy nodded, biting her lower lip while looking at Karl in confusion. "I… I just got a job here. They said it's an apartment building and…"

    Her voice trailed off, her eyes blinking slowly as she realized who the man in front of her was. Her expression changed—a brief flash of emotion flickered in her eyes before she quickly looked away.

    Karl felt his heartbeat quicken. Something was… off. He should've felt satisfied, seeing Cindy's life still normal. But now? There was a strange feeling creeping into his chest. An uneasiness, as if something had changed—either in him or in the world around him.

    "I know the place," Karl finally said in a flat tone. "I live there."

    Cindy looked surprised. "Oh… r-really? Wow, what a small world…"

    "Yeah… really small." Karl forced a smile, but his mind was in turmoil.

    "I haven't hijacked common sense again… events are starting to change."

    The pedestrian light turned green, and people began crossing the street. Cindy gave Karl a small nod and hurried off, leaving him standing still on the slowly emptying sidewalk.

    Karl let out a long breath and continued walking.

    "Who else am I going to see?" Karl muttered.

    Karl walked along the sidewalk at a slow pace. His mind was still filled with his encounters with Elena and Cindy. Something felt off, like a missing puzzle piece from the bigger picture in his mind.

    As he passed a small park on the corner of the street, his gaze fell on a tall man with messy brown hair surrounded by small children. The man laughed heartily, pushed swings, helped a little girl climb a play structure, and tossed a small ball to kids running after it.

    Karl stopped at the edge of the park's fence. It was John. A man Karl knew as an orphanage caretaker and someone genuinely caring. But as Karl watched him longer, he realized something.

    John wasn't looking at him. Even when their eyes briefly met, John's gaze passed over Karl without any sign of recognition. It was just a casual glance—a stranger's glance in a busy crowd.

    "John?" Karl furrowed his brows.

    Karl tried walking closer to the park fence. John was helping a little girl tie her shoelaces. The man smiled gently while speaking in a caring tone.

    "All done! Now run fast, but be careful!" John said as he stood up again.

    The little girl laughed and ran off. John then stood at the edge of the park, watching the children with a satisfied expression, as if they were his entire world.

    Karl exhaled softly. A faint guilt lingered in his heart. This was a moment that wouldn't have happened if he had hijacked common sense about crossing the street. These children might not be here. They might have become part of the tragedy he caused in another timeline.

    John slowly walked toward a park bench and sat down. He pulled a small thermos from his jacket pocket, pouring warm tea into a tiny cup. His eyes remained focused on the children playing.

    Karl decided to walk past the park. As he stepped away, he glanced at John one last time. The man turned to Karl, and for a split second, their eyes met.

    "Good afternoon, boy," John said warmly, offering a small smile while raising his cup.

    Karl was slightly surprised, but he quickly nodded back. "Afternoon, sir."

    Without any further words, John returned his focus to the children in the park. He looked content, calm, and fully immersed in his own world. There were no signs that he recognized Karl, and perhaps… that's how it should be.

    Karl continued walking with mixed feelings. On one hand, he felt relieved that the tragedy never happened in this timeline. But on the other hand, he felt… empty.

    "Is this the price of not hijacking? Everything runs normally, but I become a stranger in a world I'm supposed to control?"

    Karl walked heavily toward the convenience store where he worked. His mind was still filled with images from that morning's encounter—the hateful glare from Elena, Cindy's confusion, and John's unrecognizing gaze. Every moment felt like fragments of a reality he could no longer fully grasp.

    He took a deep breath, trying to focus on his goal. Layla needed something to distract her, something that could help rebuild her confidence. A part-time job at this convenience store seemed like the right choice, and Mrs. Jane, a middle-aged woman he had once mocked out of frustration, might be the key.

    The automatic glass door slid open with a soft ding as Karl stepped inside. The familiar scent of floor cleaner and packaged food greeted him. Rows of neatly arranged shelves stretched before him, but… something felt different.

    Karl glanced around. There were supposed to be two new employees starting today.

    Behind the cashier counter, Mrs. Jane was busy writing in a ledger, her glasses slipping down to the tip of her nose. When she noticed Karl approaching, she greeted him with a warm smile.

    Mrs. Jane closed her book and leaned against the counter.

    "What's with that friendly face of yours!?"

    "Actually, I wanted to ask something." Karl paused briefly before continuing. "Is there a part-time job opening here? I know someone who might be a good fit."

    Mrs. Jane raised an eyebrow slightly.

    "Oh? Someone you know, huh? Hmm…"

    She glanced behind her at the empty shelves that were supposed to be manned by the two new hires. Then, she let out a soft sigh.

    "To be honest, Karl, I do need extra help. The two new employees we hired last week… they didn't show up today. They quit even before starting."

    Karl froze.

    "They… quit?"

    "Yes. Strange, isn't it? They seemed enthusiastic during their interviews, but suddenly… they just vanished. But, well, that's how this world works sometimes."

    Those two employees… they weren't supposed to quit. In his memory, they stayed here, learning how to use the cashier, making small mistakes, and eventually becoming part of the store's routine. But now… they had simply vanished from the course of events.

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    Chapter 106 - Never Be The Same

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Karl stood behind the cash register, his gaze blank as he stared at the monitor screen reflecting his tired face. His shift had just started, and across the store, Zoey was busy arranging drinks on the refrigerated shelves. Her ponytail swayed slightly with each movement, and the store's uniform, snug against her figure, accentuated her curves perfectly.

    "Zoey…"

    Karl swallowed hard. Memories of that day crept back into his mind—how he had used his ability to manipulate Zoey. The softness of her lips whe she touch his cock, her saliva, her sloppy face, and the confusion in her eyes when it was all over. The memory made his heart race, a warm sensation spreading through his chest.

    "Damn it… focus, Karl. Focus!"

    He shifted his gaze to the stacks of cigarettes behind the glass display, but Zoey's image lingered in his mind. Her cheap perfume drifted faintly through the air, making it harder for him to concentrate.

    "Why am I thinking about this now? I thought I was just past. But… that feeling—I can't forget it, almost as if I could taste it again."

    Karl took a deep breath, trying to steady himself. His eyes flicked back to Zoey, who was now crouched down to organize drinks on the lower shelf. Her back was facing him, and the way her skirt slightly lifted revealed the smooth skin of her thighs.

    "Stop it, Karl. This is wrong. Don't let these thoughts control you."

    He quickly turned his face away, his grip tightening on the edge of the counter as he tried to channel his frustration into his clenched fists.

    Zoey stood up and turned to Karl with a small smile.

    "Hey Karl, can you help me carry some drink boxes from the storage? They're pretty heavy."

    Karl nodded stiffly, avoiding eye contact. "Y-Yeah, sure."

    He rushed to the back storage room. As soon as the door closed behind him, Karl leaned against the wall, his head hanging low as he tried to catch his breath.

    "I need to stop thinking about this. Zoey doesn't know anything. She doesn't remember. This is my mistake alone. If I keep letting this get to me, I'll ruin everything."

    But that faint voice in his head—the sly, mocking whisper—continued to echo.

    "Come on, Karl… you could do it again. Just one more time. She wouldn't even notice."

    Karl slammed his fist against the wall, the sound echoing in the cramped storage room.

    "Shut up! Shut up!"

    The storage door creaked open slightly, and Zoey's head peeked in. Her face was filled with concern.

    "Karl? Are you okay? I heard a noise…"

    Karl quickly straightened up and forced a smile. "I'm fine, Zoey. Where are the boxes? I'll carry them out."

    Zoey hesitated, her eyes scanning his face, but eventually, she nodded and pointed to a stack of boxes in the corner.

    Karl lifted one of the heavy boxes, his muscles straining under the weight. He focused on the physical effort, trying to drown out the noise in his mind. Zoey walked ahead of him, glancing back occasionally to make sure he was okay.

    After setting the box down near the drinks display, Karl stood with his hands on his hips, trying to steady his breathing. Zoey gave him a soft smile.

    "Thanks, Karl."

    The words were ordinary, casual even, but they hit Karl in a way he wasn't prepared for. Was this guilt? Or was it… something darker?

    "Zoey…."

    Karl turned away and walked back to the cash register, desperately trying to bury his thoughts deep within himself. For the rest of his shift, he forced himself to focus on customers, product codes, and counting change—anything to keep his mind busy.

    But even as night began to fall and the store emptied out, the memory lingered. Zoey's face, her expression of confusion, and the softness he had felt—it was all still there, burned into his mind.

    The soft ding of the store's doorbell broke his concentration.

    "Karl, my shift's over. I'm heading out. Take care tonight, okay?"

    Zoey stood by the entrance, wearing a light jacket. Her smile was as gentle as always, unburdened by any suspicions.

    Karl nodded stiffly. "Yeah… be careful on your way home, Zoey."

    She waved and disappeared through the sliding glass door, her silhouette fading into the night.

    Alone in the quiet store, Karl clenched his fists on the counter, his knuckles turning white.

    "I have to stop using my ability for these things. If I don't… sooner or later, I'm going to lose control. And when that happens… I don't think I'll ever be able to forgive myself."

    The night stretched on, silent and heavy. The faint hum of the refrigerator was the only sound in the store, underscoring the weight of Karl's thoughts.

    ___

    Karl stood behind the cashier counter, his hands resting on the cold surface of the register. The night had grown late, and only the hum of the air conditioner and the occasional flicker of the neon lights kept him company. His mind was still a mess, but one thing was clear: ever since he stopped meddling with people's common sense, the world around him had started changing in strange ways.

    "Is this the result of the small decisions I've made? No more domino effects from my actions causing chaos?"

    Karl's gaze shifted to the automatic door of the minimart as it slid open with a familiar ding! sound. Two girls walked in, both wearing the same uniform as his, though theirs still looked brand new.

    "Excuse me, this is the place, right? The night shift starts now?" asked the girl with short hair, her voice firm yet friendly.

    Karl frowned. This... wasn't how he remembered it. Two new employees—Chloe and Amber—were supposed to start next next shift.

    "Butterfly effect... it seems I'm witnessing it firsthand now."

    "You two are Chloe and Amber, right?" Karl asked softly.

    Both of them turned their heads simultaneously. The long-haired girl—Amber—smiled faintly. "That's right. You must be Karl. Mrs Jane said you're in charge of tonight's shift."

    Karl nodded slowly. "Yeah... I'm Karl. But aren't you supposed to start next shift?"

    Chloe glanced at Amber briefly before replying. "There was a scheduling change. Apparently, two previous employees quit suddenly, so we were asked to come in early to cover the gap."

    Karl felt a chill creep up his spine. The two employees he remembered working tonight... had suddenly disappeared from the timeline. And in their place, these two new faces had appeared earlier than expected.

    "If I hadn't hijacked the common sense about the previous employees... does this mean the future is starting to move on the correct path? Or is this just the beginning of something bigger?"

    Amber and Chloe walked over to the other cashier counter, opened the drawer, and began checking the equipment. They worked efficiently, though there was still an air of hesitation in their movements. Karl observed them cautiously, his eyes scanning every small detail.

    "Karl, is something wrong?" Amber asked with a friendly smile.

    Karl snapped out of his thoughts. "No, no. Sorry, I'm just... a little tired."

    Amber chuckled softly. "Well, that's the night shift for you. But don't worry, we're here to help."

    Chloe, who had been quiet until now, finally spoke up. "Karl... you look like you're thinking about something heavy. If there's anything we can do to help, just let us know."

    Karl swallowed hard. Chloe's words felt deeper than they should have. As if she could see a fragment of the chaos spinning in his mind.

    He took a deep breath and forced a small smile. "It's fine. Let's just get through this night shift together."

    The three of them returned their focus to their respective tasks. Chloe busied herself noting inventory stock, while Amber assisted the occasional customer. Karl, on the other hand, felt like a stranger in his own world. Everything felt familiar, yet strangely foreign at the same time.

    "If this is the result of me stopping my meddling with common sense, then what happens next? Can I accept every consequence?"

    Karl gazed out the large store window. The street outside was empty, the streetlights casting a faint glow on the rain-dampened pavement. Yet, there was something out there—something he could feel but couldn't quite explain.

    A sensation pressed against his chest, like a faint threat lurking in the shadows of the night.

    On the other side of the store, Chloe and Amber exchanged whispers and quiet laughter.

    Karl replayed his memories of the two employees who were supposed to be here. Their faces were beginning to fade from his mind, replaced by the two girls standing before him now.

    "Maybe... this is my chance to fix everything. Without manipulation. Without touching common sense. Maybe I can... let things play out as they should."

    But behind that fragile hope, a creeping fear lingered. Because even if the future seemed better now, in the end, everything would still fall apart. The winter apocalypse would still come.

    The automatic door chimed again. Another customer walked in, greeted cheerfully by Chloe's friendly voice.

    Karl let out a long sigh, bracing himself for the rest of the long night.

    "No matter what happens... I have to be ready. Because one thing's for sure: this world will never be the same again."

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    Chapter 107 - Still Thug To Cuck

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    The neon light on the ceiling buzzed quietly as Karl adjusted his name tag and leaned against the cash register. Across the store, Chloe was busy organizing the instant noodle shelves, while Amber checked the drink stock in the cooler. Their presence felt like a breath of fresh air, bringing a lighter rhythm to the quiet night.

    Karl glanced at Chloe from behind the register. Her short hair was a bit messy, but her movements were steady and focused as she arranged items on the shelf. On the flip side, Amber looked more cheerful, occasionally humming a little tune while making sure everything was neatly stocked.

    "I never really had a chance to talk to them like this before," Karl thought with a sigh. "Now they're here, and everything feels... different. They're not the ones who wanted to kill me anymore."

    Before he knew it, Karl's night shift was over, and he said his goodbyes as he headed out. He didn't feel worried about leaving Chloe and Amber behind, knowing they were both Homo Obscura who had nearly killed him in the past.

    As Karl walked out of the convenience store, the chilly night air greeted him immediately. A light drizzle started, creating a soft sound as the raindrops hit the pavement.

    "Finally done. Tonight went better than I expected," Karl thought as he took a deep breath.

    But as he made his way towards the alley that served as a shortcut to his apartment, he felt something off. His instincts screamed at him, like there were eyes watching him from the darkness.

    His steps halted when a tall figure emerged at the alley's end. The dim light from the streetlamp barely illuminated part of the man's face—Adam, Zoey's boyfriend.

    Adam stood with both hands shoved into his leather jacket pockets. His sharp eyes were fixed straight on Karl, filled with something hard to pin down—anger, suspicion, or maybe... disgust.

    "Karl," Adam's voice broke the silence of the night, deep and flat. "Finally, we can talk. No interruptions."

    Karl felt his heart start to race, but he tried to stay calm. "... what are you doing here? It's late."

    Adam strolled closer with a relaxed but intimidating demeanor. "I'm just curious. I've seen how you look at Zoey in the store. You think I'm oblivious, huh?"

    Karl swallowed hard. He knew this wasn't a casual chat—Adam had a purpose.

    "You've got it all wrong, Bro. Zoey and I aren't involved. We're just coworkers."

    Adam smirked a small, unfriendly smile. "Oh, coworkers, huh? What kind of coworker kisses her while I'm on the phone with her?"

    Karl balled his hands into fists at his sides, struggling to contain the anger bubbling up inside him. 'Great, even when I'm not creeping on her, Zoey still manages to stir up trouble,' he thought.

    Adam was standing way too close now. The smell of his cigarette and alcohol breath hit Karl's face. "Listen, kid. Zoey is mine. You might feel better than me for being 'close' to her at the store, but I won't let that slide."

    Adam's eyes radiated repressed rage, and Karl could feel the tension crackling between them.

    "He's still going through his thug-to-cuck phase, even though I'm not doing anything to Zoey," Karl thought.

    "Did you hear me, Karl? Stay away from Zoey. Or you'll regret it."

    Adam pushed against Karl's chest with one hand, forcing him back a few steps. Karl could feel his anger surface, but he knew getting into a physical fight in this dark alley would only make things worse.

    "Bro, I don't want any trouble. You don't have to worry about me and Zoey. I hardly talk to her outside of work."

    Adam tilted his head, as if trying to judge whether Karl was being genuine. Then, in a swift movement, Adam grabbed Karl by the collar and pulled him closer.

    "I'm serious, Karl. Don't ever—and I mean ever—try to get close to Zoey again."

    Karl gripped Adam's hand on his collar, his voice low but firm. "I've told you, Bro. There's nothing going on between us. If you're really worried about her cheating, you should keep an eye on Zoey yourself, instead of threatening other people in the middle of the night."

    Adam paused for a moment. His eyes locked onto Karl's, and for a split second, Karl caught a glimpse of something fragile behind that glare—insecurities, a fear of losing Zoey.

    Adam released his grip and took a step back. He sighed heavily before turning to leave.

    "Watch your words, Karl. This is your last warning."

    Without waiting for a reply, Adam walked away, his silhouette slowly fading under the dim streetlight.

    Karl stood frozen, his heart still racing. The chilly night air felt even sharper against his skin now.

    "He still transforms from thug to cuck."

    Karl touched his chest, trying to calm his ragged breath. Tonight served as a harsh reminder—his actions in the past were not something he could just brush off.

    Step by step, Karl walked back to his apartment. Every little noise in the alley felt louder than usual. Guilt and fear swirled together inside him.

    "Damn it, those raunchy memories are haunting me again. I need to get a grip; I can't let myself mess with Layla later."

    Karl opened the door to his apartment with a heavy step. The warm air welcomed him, a stark contrast to the cold and drizzle outside. The living room light was dim, with just one small bulb illuminating a corner of the room.

    "Karl?"

    The soft voice made Karl lift his head. On the small, worn-out sofa sat Layla, hugging a pillow. Her hair was down, partially covering her tired but naturally beautiful face. She wore a big t-shirt and shorts.

    "You still awake?" Karl asked, his voice raspy from a long night at the shop.

    Layla shook her head lightly, a small smile gracing her lips. "I was waiting for you. I couldn't sleep earlier… and I thought maybe you'd want some company after work."

    Karl set his bag down on the little table by the door and took off his jacket. "You should rest, Layla. It's pretty late."

    Layla looked deeply into his eyes, her gaze sparkling under the dim light. "You say that, but who's going to make sure you're okay after working all night?"

    Karl paused for a moment, then walked to the small kitchen and poured himself a glass of water. He gulped it down in one go, trying to clear his mind.

    Layla stood up and walked over to him slowly. "Karl… is something bothering you? I can see it in your eyes."

    Karl turned away, not wanting Layla to read too much into it. "I'm fine, Layla. Just tired, that's all."

    But Layla wasn't backing down. She stood right in front of Karl, just a few inches apart. The faint scent of the soap she used tickled Karl's senses.

    "You always say that… but I know there's more to it than just 'tired.'"

    Karl looked at Layla. Her face seemed innocent, but there was something in her eyes—a glimmer that was hard to explain. Something more than just concern from a sister or friend. He realized the vibe between them was slowly shifting, like a thin thread being pulled tighter.

    "You know, Karl..." Layla continued, her voice almost a whisper. "I often think… you're too hard on yourself. Always carrying all the burdens without letting anyone help."

    Karl swallowed hard, his heart racing. "Layla, we shouldn't… I mean, you don't need to think about that. I can take care of myself."

    Layla gave a tiny smile, but there was a hint of something deeper behind it. She reached out and gently touched Karl's arm. That simple touch made the air between them feel thicker.

    "I just want to make sure you're okay, Karl," she whispered.

    Karl closed his eyes briefly, trying to steady his breathing. He felt like he was on the edge of a dangerous cliff. The weariness, past mistakes, and pressure he felt all merged into one.

    "Layla… it's late. You need to get some sleep."

    Karl sighed heavily, trying to sort out his jumbled thoughts. He walked over to the sofa and sat down, while Layla stood not too far from him, watching him closely.

    "Layla, come with me to the convenience store tomorrow," Karl said in a low but firm voice.

    Layla furrowed her brow. "To the store? Why, Karl?"

    Karl rubbed his face, trying to find the right words. "There's a job opening there. Day shift. I thought… it'd be a great opportunity for you. You can start working and earn your own income."

    Layla paused, her eyes wide as if processing Karl's words. "Really? I can work there? But... will the owner accept me just like that?"

    Karl nodded with a faint smile. "I've already talked to the manager. They need someone for the day shift since a few old employees left. I'm sure you'll be great at it."

    Layla bit her lower lip, her eyes shining with excitement despite a hint of hesitation. "Thanks, Karl. I... I'll do my best if they take me."

    But before the mood lightened further, Karl added more seriously, "But there's one thing you need to know, Layla. There… there's someone who might make you feel a bit uncomfortable."

    Layla stared at Karl, confused. "Who do you mean?"

    "Zoey," Karl replied simply.

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    Chapter 108 - Good Morning

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Layla froze in place when she heard that name come out of Karl's mouth. The dim light from a small lamp in the corner cast shadows across her face, making her expression even more somber.

    "Zoey…" Layla repeated the name softly, her voice trembling just a bit.

    Karl looked at her intently. "Layla, I know this is tough for you. Zoey is one of the people who used to slander you, and I don't want you to feel uncomfortable there. But I promise, I'll always be by your side. I won't let anything happen to you."

    Layla looked down, her hands gripping the edges of her oversized shirt. "I… I'll be fine, Karl. I can act normal. I need this job, and… I don't want to keep running away from my past."

    Karl let out a relieved sigh at the determination in Layla's voice, but he could still see the heavy burden haunting her. He stepped closer and gently placed his hand on Layla's shoulder.

    "If anyone bothers you, just tell me. Don't keep it to yourself, Layla."

    Layla looked up, their eyes meeting in a silence that felt long. There was warmth in Karl's gaze that made Layla's chest tight. Slowly, the corners of her mouth curled into a small smile.

    "I know, Karl. Thank you… for always being here."

    Karl nodded and smiled faintly. He turned towards the small kitchen to pour another glass of water, but Layla followed him.

    "Karl…" Layla's voice was soft behind him.

    Karl turned, and at that close distance, he could clearly see Layla's face illuminated by the kitchen light. Her eyes sparkled, but there was something deeper there—like weariness stacked over the years and feelings that were hard to put into words.

    "Why do you always carry everything alone?" Layla asked quietly, her voice almost a whisper.

    Karl paused, his eyes locked onto Layla's. Words felt hard to say at that moment, as if everything he wanted to express was stuck at the tip of his tongue.

    "I… I just don't want you to get hurt again, Layla."

    Layla lifted her hand, slowly brushing her fingers against Karl's cheek. The touch was so gentle, so caring, that it left Karl frozen in place.

    "I don't want you to keep going through this, Karl. You need someone too… you need me by your side."

    Karl swallowed hard, his breath feeling heavy. They stood there in a silence so thick, it felt like the air between them had stopped moving. Layla slowly stepped closer, her movements careful yet steady.

    The space between them shrank, their breaths warming each other's skin. Karl tried to look away, but Layla's hand gently held his face in place.

    "Karl…" Layla's voice almost trembled.

    Karl shut his eyes for a moment, trying to find the strength to pull away, but when he opened them again, Layla was so close.

    And in the end, all the unspoken words, all the feelings bottled up inside, exploded in a quiet yet intense moment.

    Layla closed her eyes and slowly rested her head against Karl's chest, while Karl wrapped his arms around her shoulders, holding her tightly as if trying to protect the only thing most precious to him.

    They can't hold it anymore. They began to undress each other, their hands exploring each other's bodies.

    Karl's cock was already rock hard, and Layla couldn't wait to get her hands on it. She began to stroke it, feeling it grow even harder in her hands. Karl let out a low groan as Layla began to stroke him faster.

    Layla then leaned down and took Karl's cock in her mouth. She began to suck and lick it, taking it deep into her throat. Karl couldn't believe how good it felt. He grabbed the back of Layla's head and began to fuck her mouth.

    Layla loved the feeling of Karl's cock in her mouth. She could feel him getting closer and closer to cumming. She wanted to taste his cum, to feel it explode in her mouth.

    Karl pulled Layla up and laid her down on the couch. He spread her legs wide open and began to lick her pussy. Layla let out a loud moan as Karl's tongue explored her.

    Karl then positioned himself between Layla's legs and entered her. He began to fuck her slowly, savoring the feeling of her tight pussy around his cock. Layla wrapped her legs around Karl's waist, pulling him deeper inside her.

    They began to fuck harder and faster, their bodies slapping against each other. Layla couldn't believe how good it felt. She had never felt anything like this before.

    Karl then pulled out and laid Layla down on the floor. He positioned himself above her and entered her again. This time, he went deeper, hitting her G-spot. Layla let out a loud moan as she felt an orgasm building up inside her.

    Karl began to fuck her harder and faster, his balls slapping against her ass. Layla's orgasm was getting closer and closer. She couldn't take it anymore. She let out a loud moan as she came, her pussy contracting around Karl's cock.

    Karl couldn't hold it in anymore. He pulled out and shot his load all over Layla's stomach. Layla looked down at the cum covering her stomach and smiled. She loved the feeling of Karl's cum inside her.

    They lay there on bed, their bodies covered in sweat and cum. They looked at each other and smiled. They knew they had something special. They knew they had found something they had been looking for their entire lives.

    The Next Morning in Karl's Apartment

    Morning sunlight crept in through the gaps in the curtains of Karl's small apartment. The air inside felt warm, but the hanging silence felt heavy. Layla sat on the mattress, hugging her knees, her gaze blankly fixed on the blanket.

    Karl woke up with messy hair and a tired face. He paused for a moment when he saw Layla sitting there, silent and still.

    "Have you been up long?" Karl asked as he walked closer.

    Layla nodded slowly, but didn't say a word.

    Karl sat next to her, the distance between them only a few inches. He looked at Layla with a gentle gaze, trying to read her expression.

    Suddenly, Layla smiled and hugged Karl, "Thank you, Karl, for giving me the best night."

    Karl embraced Layla, and the warmth between them made him feel a familiar stirring in the morning.

    --- 

    Layla stirred, her eyes fluttering open. She smiled lazily at him, her eyes heavy with sleep and desire. "Morning," she murmured, her voice husky with sex.

    Karl grinned, feeling his cock stir in his boxers. "Morning, beautiful." He leaned in and pressed a soft kiss to her lips, his tongue snaking out to taste her. Layla opened her mouth, inviting him in, and he eagerly accepted.

    They kissed for what felt like hours, their tongues dancing and twirling together. Karl's hand wandered down Layla's body, cupping her breast and squeezing gently. She moaned into his mouth, her nipple hardening even more under his touch.

    Karl broke the kiss, his eyes dark with desire. "I want to taste you, again!" he growled, his voice low and deep.

    Layla's eyes widened, and she nodded eagerly. "Yes, please."

    Karl didn't need any more encouragement. He moved down her body, his lips trailing kisses along her neck and chest. He flicked his tongue over her nipple, feeling it tighten even more. Layla arched her back, her breath hitching in her throat.

    Karl continued his descent, his lips and tongue exploring every inch of her body. He nibbled on her hip bones, kissed her inner thighs, and finally settled between her legs.

    Layla was already wet, her pussy glistening with desire. Karl wasted no time, his tongue darting out to taste her. Layla cried out, her hips bucking up off the bed as she ground herself against his mouth.

    Karl lapped at her pussy, his tongue exploring every fold and crevice. He sucked on her clit, feeling it swell under his lips. Layla's moans grew louder, her body trembling with pleasure.

    Karl knew she was close. He slid a finger inside her, feeling her tight walls clench around him. He started to fuck her with his finger, his tongue still working her clit.

    Layla's moans turned into screams as she came, her orgasm washing over her like a tidal wave. Karl continued to fuck her with his finger, drawing out her orgasm until she begged him to stop.

    Karl pulled away, grinning at her. "Good morning," he said, his voice dripping with satisfaction.

    Layla laughed, her chest still heaving with exertion. "Good morning," she replied, her voice breathless.

    Karl climbed back up the bed, his hard cock pressing against Layla's thigh. She looked at him, her eyes filled with desire. "Fuck me," she whispered, her voice husky with want.

    Karl didn't need to be told twice. He positioned himself at her entrance, his cock poised to enter her. He looked at her, his eyes filled with lust. "You ready?" he asked, his voice low and deep.

    Layla nodded, her eyes never leaving his. "Fuck, yes," she moaned, her hips arching up to meet him.

    Karl thrust into her, filling her completely. Layla cried out, her nails digging into his back as she wrapped her legs around his waist.

    Karl started to fuck her, his hips pistoning in and out of her. Layla met him thrust for thrust, her moans growing louder with each passing second.

    Karl could feel his orgasm building, his balls tightening as he fucked her harder and harder. Layla's moans turned into screams as she came again, her pussy clenching around his cock.

    Karl couldn't hold back any longer. He thrust into her one last time, his cock twitching as he came, filling her with his seed.

    They lay there, panting and sweating, their bodies entwined. Karl looked at Layla, his eyes filled with love. "I love you," he whispered, his voice barely audible.

    Layla smiled, her eyes shining with tears. "I love you too," she whispered

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    Chapter 109 - Uncommon Storage

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Time flew by quickly. A month had passed since Karl started bringing Layla to work at the convenience store. Their routine flowed like a calm river—mornings at the convenience store, nights in Karl's small apartment, filled with casual conversations and soft laughter that filled the emptiness of their days.

    Layla slowly began to open herself up to the outside world. Although the shadows of her past still haunted her, Karl's presence by her side served as an anchor, keeping her steady. They shared laughter amidst their busy schedules, reminded each other to eat on time, and sometimes enjoyed instant meals together on the living room floor.

    However, beneath that calm surface, Karl felt something stirring behind the scenes. The world seemed to be ticking toward something inevitable—a disaster that would erase everything they knew.

    One night, Karl and Layla were sitting on the small balcony of Karl's apartment, gazing at the night sky, which seemed darker than usual. The city lights flickered weakly in the distance. Suddenly, a knock on the door shattered the silence.

    Karl opened the door and found Valencia standing there in her long black coat, her face like an unyielding stone carving.

    "We need to talk, Karl," Valencia said bluntly.

    Inside the apartment, Valencia stared sharply at Karl and Layla.

    "In one more month, everything will change. I've already relocated your family to a safe location. Your father was transferred to a branch office in a remote area, and your mother and sibling went with him. They'll be safe for now."

    Karl was silent. He wanted to ask how Valencia managed to arrange all of this, but he already knew the answer: her wealth and influence were beyond ordinary imagination.

    "And now," Valencia continued, "we need to prepare you."

    The next day, Valencia brought Karl to a secret facility on the outskirts of the city. From the outside, it looked like an old warehouse, but inside was a high-tech training center.

    "You might not realize it yet, Karl, but you're going to become the most useful person later," Valencia said as she walked between neatly arranged training equipment and weapons.

    The training was intense. Karl was pushed beyond his physical limits—running with weights on his back, shooting with precision, and learning close combat techniques. Valencia didn't hesitate to push Karl to the point of exhaustion, but beneath her harshness was a faint sense of care.

    Layla, though not part of the physical training, remained by Karl's side. She often came by with water bottles or simply sat at the edge of the training ground, watching Karl push himself without complaining.

    "You have to be strong, Karl," Valencia whispered during one grueling training session. "When the time comes, people will depend on you."

    Between training and working at the convenience store, Karl occasionally opened the news on his phone. A social media platform called Glowsphere, which had once been his greatest enemy, was still thriving and growing rapidly.

    News about dangerous trends, morally degrading content, and propaganda targeting the younger generation kept appearing on the platform. The goal was clear: to destroy the moral and mental foundation of the next generation.

    Karl let out a bitter laugh one night as he read an article about a major scandal on Glowsphere.

    "Destroying the younger generation? Hah… Forget the younger generation, soon this entire civilization will collapse."

    He stared at the night sky from his balcony, a cup of coffee in hand. Snow had started falling earlier this year, and the cold crept in through the small gap in the balcony door.

    "That cosmic explosion… the winter apocalypse is coming. All of this, every manipulation they're attempting… it's meaningless."

    At the end of the cold night, Layla sat beside Karl on the small balcony. They wrapped themselves in the same blanket, sharing warmth under a starry sky that felt gloomier than usual.

    "Karl…" Layla's voice was soft. "Do you think we can survive all of this?"

    Karl looked at Layla, his eyes filled with exhaustion but also a firm determination.

    "We'll try, Layla. As long as we're together, I'll make sure you're safe."

    Layla smiled faintly and rested her head on Karl's shoulder.

    ---

    Karl sat on his apartment balcony, staring at the darkening night sky as the freezing air pierced his bones. A thin layer of snow gently covered the balcony railing. In the middle of the silence, a system notification suddenly echoed in his head.

    [Ding! Congratulations, Karl. As an Uncommon Monarch, you have the chance to unlock a special feature: Uncommon Storage.]

    [Do you want to unlock access to Uncommon Storage at the cost of 5000 Hijack Points? (Note: All your current points will be used)]

    Karl froze, staring at the transparent blue screen floating in front of him. Uncommon Storage? The words felt mysterious yet promising. He had never heard of this feature before, but something inside him told him it might become an invaluable tool in the future.

    "System, explain what Uncommon Storage is."

    [Uncommon Storage is a personal storage dimension with an initial capacity of 50 cubic meters. You can store and retrieve items anytime, without any time or location restrictions. This storage cannot be accessed by anyone else, not even other system users.]

    [How to Use:

    1. Point your palm at the object you want to store.

    2. Focus your mind on 'storing' the object.

    3. To retrieve the object, simply think of the desired item, and it will appear before you.]

    Karl stared at the screen seriously. This feature sounded like a cheat in real life. With something like this, he could store food, clothes, and even essential survival tools when disaster struck.

    "If I agree, all my points will be gone?"

    [Correct. All points will be converted as an activation cost for this feature. However, this feature has unlimited potential in a crisis situation.]

    Karl bit his lower lip, thinking hard. 5000 Hijack Points. It wasn't a small amount. But compared to the benefits of this feature, the risk was worth it. The cosmic explosion and winter apocalypse were coming, and he had to be ready.

    "Alright. I agree."

    [Confirmation received. Activating Uncommon Storage…]

    The system screen glowed brightly before vanishing. Karl felt a strange warmth in his palm, as if energy was flowing through his nerves.

    ---

    Karl stared at a small flower pot in the corner of his room, the only simple decoration in his apartment. Slowly, he raised his palm toward the pot. A faint energy gathered in his hand, like a magnetic field pulling something.

    "Store."

    The flower pot trembled lightly before a soft blue glow enveloped it. In an instant, the pot disappeared, as if sucked into a void. Karl stared at his palm with wide eyes.

    "It worked…" he whispered softly.

    Taking a deep breath, he tried the next step. Karl closed his eyes and thought about the flower pot.

    "Come out."

    In front of him, a swirl of blue light appeared, like a small spiral in the air. From within the swirl, the flower pot slowly reappeared, solidifying back onto the floor.

    Karl smiled with satisfaction. This feature truly worked, and he could feel its extraordinary potential.

    ---

    That night, Karl couldn't sleep. With Uncommon Storage in his hands, he knew what he had to do. The world might collapse soon, but he would make sure that he, Layla, and his family had a chance to survive.

    Karl began borrowing money from various online lending apps, banks, and credit institutions. The amount wasn't small—tens of millions, maybe even hundreds of millions. Of course, he knew this would only increase his debt, but if the world was ending, debt was the least of his concerns.

    Trucks came one after another to a rented warehouse. But every time supplies arrived, Karl quickly used Uncommon Storage to store everything—canned food, bottled water, survival gear, winter clothing, and even medical supplies.

    When Layla saw him storing crates of supplies with a wave of his hand, her eyes filled with confusion, but also trust.

    "Karl… what's really going on? How are you doing this?"

    Karl looked at her seriously. "Layla, the world won't last much longer. A cosmic explosion is coming, and an extreme winter will destroy civilization. I'm preparing us to survive."

    Layla's eyes welled up, but she nodded firmly.

    "I trust you, Karl.

    ---

    Over the next few weeks, Karl worked tirelessly. His apartment was completely empty of supplies—everything was now stored safely within the Uncommon Storage. Every second was precious, every system point, and every cent he borrowed was carefully spent to ensure they had everything they needed to survive.

    On the final night before the predicted apocalypse, Karl stood on his apartment balcony, staring at the night sky filled with strange auroras glowing on the northern horizon. The colors danced eerily across the dark expanse, like the last gasp of a dying world.

    "I'm ready."

    For the first time in his life, Karl felt a strange sense of calm amidst the approaching storm. He had done everything he could. Food, water, medicine, clothing, and essential tools—all were secured in the Uncommon Storage.

    The chilling wind blew against his face, and snowflakes drifted gently around him. Karl closed his eyes and took a deep breath.

    No matter what happened next, he would face it head-on.

    ---

    When Karl returned inside, Layla was waiting for him, wrapped in a thick blanket. She looked at him with a mixture of fear and trust, her eyes searching for reassurance.

    "Karl… whatever happens, we'll stay together, right?"

    Karl walked over and sat next to her on the couch. He placed a hand on her head, gently ruffling her hair.

    "Always, Layla. No matter how bad it gets, I'll protect you."

    Layla leaned against him, and for a moment, the two of them sat in silence. The ticking clock on the wall was the only sound in the room, counting down the minutes until everything would change.

    Outside, the auroras in the sky grew brighter, and somewhere in the far distance, a low rumble echoed through the night.

    The end was near—but Karl was ready.

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    Chapter 110 - Winter

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    The snow had been falling relentlessly for over a week. The world seemed frozen in time, buried under a thickening, heavier layer of white each day. The streets had turned into death traps, where cars attempting to pass were either buried or slipped into hidden ravines concealed beneath the snow.

    City lights dimmed one by one. Rolling blackouts became routine, and news of riots at aid distribution centers began flooding the media. Humanity slowly regressed to its primal instinct: survival at any cost.

    Inside Karl's small apartment, the electric heater struggled to keep up. Most of their resources were spent on maintaining the room's warmth. Layla sat on a small sofa, wrapped in a thick blanket until only her face was visible. Her lips were pale, and her breaths were short and weak.

    Karl crouched in front of her, his face filled with worry.

    "Layla… you've got a fever again. This cold… your body can't handle it."

    Layla tried to smile, but what appeared was only an expression of exhaustion and resignation. "I'll be fine, Karl. Don't worry about me…"

    Karl clenched his fists, his jaw tightening. He knew this wasn't just an ordinary fever. The world outside was slowly killing them both.

    ---

    Noctis Blood

    A few weeks ago, when Valencia took Karl to a secret training facility, Karl had one thought: Valencia was a Noctis, a descendant of beings whose blood possessed extraordinary regenerative and endurance powers.

    "Valencia, can I ask you for something?" Karl had asked then, his voice serious.

    Valencia's sharp gaze fixed on him. "What do you want, Karl?"

    "Your blood. Just a little. I know Noctis blood can heal wounds and grant immense resilience. I have a feeling I'll need it someday."

    Valencia was silent for a moment, her expression unreadable. But finally, she pulled a small vial from her long coat pocket. With a swift motion, she made a small cut on her palm, letting a few milliliters of thick black blood drip into the glass vial.

    "Don't waste this, Karl. My blood isn't some magical potion, but it'll help you when you're at your lowest."

    Karl stored the small vial in a special pouch, realizing how precious the black liquid in his hands truly was.

    ---

    Back to the Apartment

    Karl stood up from the sofa and walked toward a small cabinet in the corner of the room. He opened the bottom drawer and pulled out a glass vial containing a shimmering black liquid faintly glowing under the dim light.

    Layla looked at the vial, confused. "What's that, Karl…?"

    Karl sat back down beside her. "This is Valencia's blood. Noctis blood. It can help you survive, Layla. But… I don't know what effect it'll have on you."

    Layla fell silent. Her weak eyes glimmered faintly with a mix of fear and hope.

    "If it can keep me alive… then I'll drink it, Karl."

    Carefully, Karl opened the vial. A strange, metallic scent filled the air. He poured a few drops into the cap of the vial and brought it to Layla's lips.

    "Drink slowly."

    Layla sipped the black liquid carefully, grimacing as the strong metallic taste touched her tongue. Karl held her hand tightly, ensuring she was okay.

    Several tense minutes passed in silence. Layla closed her eyes, her breathing growing steadier, and color slowly returned to her cheeks. Karl noticed faint veins on her neck glowing blue for a brief moment before fading away.

    Layla opened her eyes again. This time, a spark of life was there where there had been only dullness before.

    "I… feel better, Karl."

    Karl let out a relieved breath and pulled her close, resting his head against her chest. "You're going to be okay, Layla. I promise."

    ---

    Valencia with Karl's Family

    Meanwhile, far away in a secluded town beyond the reach of the snowstorm, Valencia stood in front of a large window in a warm and cozy house.

    Behind her, Karl's mother was preparing warm tea, while his younger sibling played by the fireplace with a small wooden doll.

    Valencia closed her eyes briefly. As a Noctis, she rarely felt this kind of peace. But her duty wasn't finished yet.

    She had brought Karl's family to this place before the chaos began, ensuring their safety from the storm ravaging the city.

    A tall and authoritative man entered the room—Karl's father. "Valencia, are you sure Karl and Layla are okay out there?"

    Valencia met his gaze sharply. "Karl is strong. He's prepared for this. And I trust him. But we must be ready if things get worse."

    Karl's father nodded slowly. Outside, the snow was falling more gently over the small town, but the sky remained filled with swirling auroras—elegant yet terrifying.

    ---

    Karl and Layla: Hope Amid the Snow

    In the now warmer apartment, Karl sat on the floor with Layla. They shared one large blanket, while beside them, a small portable stove flickered softly.

    Layla looked at Karl with a faint smile on her face. "I feel stronger now, Karl. Whatever happens… I'll stay by your side."

    Karl nodded, his eyes reflecting unwavering determination. "We'll survive, Layla. No matter how bad things get out there."

    Outside the window, the snowstorm raged once again. The world was slowly freezing over, but inside that tiny apartment, two people endured. They knew the journey ahead would be harder and more dangerous, but they had each other—and for tonight, that was enough.

    In the distance, the sound of cracking ice echoed throughout the city, like the world itself was groaning softly on the verge of collapse.

    Karl sat at the edge of the bed with his phone in his hand, the screen displaying the dark interface of Glowsphere, the social media platform that now dominated the digital world. This platform wasn't just an app; it was a tool subtly poisoning the minds of the younger generation with dangerous trends, hidden propaganda, and inverted moral standards.

    Yet, amidst all of it, one name kept surfacing in his mind: Neosia.

    Karl scrolled down, searching for scraps of information buried under meaningless posts and manipulative content. Neosia, a small nation that appeared perfect on the surface, was known as the hub of global technology and innovation. Modern buildings, advanced infrastructure, and a society seemingly living in harmony. But beneath all of it, Karl knew—Neosia wasn't as beautiful as it seemed.

    "Neosia… the place where it all began," Karl muttered as he closed his eyes.

    ---

    Neosia: A Small Nation with Big Ambitions

    Neosia was a small country located on an isolated archipelago in the Southern Ocean. Over the past few decades, it had grown into a global tech hub, attracting multinational corporations and the world's top scientists.

    But Neosia's success wasn't just due to technology or effective leadership. Behind the scenes, they had an ambitious project: Glowsphere.

    Initially marketed as a platform for global connection and idea-sharing, Glowsphere quickly grew into an unstoppable force—dictating trends, manipulating public opinion, and controlling the flow of information worldwide.

    But Glowsphere's true purpose wasn't to connect people. It was a tool designed to weaken the younger generation.

    Through advanced algorithms and manipulative psychology, Glowsphere instilled dangerous ideas: laziness was freedom, responsibility was a burden, and morality was a choice, not a principle.

    ---

    Karl remembered something he wasn't supposed to—a faint shadow of a future once lived. A timeline he had walked before, now erased and replaced by this new reality.

    Karl sat in the corner of his apartment, staring into nothingness. The faint glow from the portable stove cast flickering shadows across his tired face. His mind wandered back—to a time when he was consumed by the darkest parts of himself. A time when power and opportunity blinded his conscience, and he treated people like pawns on his personal chessboard.

    Faint faces floated through his memory—women he had manipulated, women he had forced to bend to his will. The memories crept in like a thick fog, clawing at something deep inside him, something he thought he had buried long ago. Karl shook his head violently, trying to dispel the thoughts.

    "No... I'm not that person anymore. I'm not him."

    But one name surfaced in his mind, clear and sharp: Jane. His former manager. A stubborn woman with sharp eyes and an even sharper tongue. Back then, Karl had used his position to force her into doing things—things he now felt sick even thinking about.

    Yet beneath the guilt, there was another sensation—a spark crawling under his skin, slow and searing through every nerve in his body. He clenched his fists, his nails digging painfully into his palms.

    The silence in the apartment was suddenly broken by the vibrating hum of his phone on the small table beside him. Its dim light illuminated his pale face, reflecting off his wide eyes.

    Karl reached for the phone with trembling hands. His breath hitched in his throat as he saw the name on the screen:

    Jane.

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    Chapter 111 - Undead Platinum

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Karl stared at his phone screen, eyes wide open. That name—Mrs. Jane—was displayed clearly, making the air around him feel colder than the snowstorm outside. His fingers trembled as he finally swiped the screen to answer the call.

    Mrs. Jane's voice cracked on the other end, accompanied by panicked sobs and despair. Her tone was far from the sharp and snappy voice she usually used when dealing with Karl at the convenience store. Karl felt his heart pounding in his chest.

    "Mrs. Jane? What happened? Where are you now?"

    "I'm at the store… our workplace. They… they took everything… my family… they killed them, Karl. I'm the only one left…"

    Karl shot up from his seat, his chair clattering to the floor behind him. Layla, still lying on the couch, looked at him anxiously.

    "I'm coming right now, Mrs. Jane. Hold on. Lock the doors and don't move from your spot!"

    Karl ended the call and quickly threw on his thick jacket. He grabbed a small backpack already packed with emergency supplies and a folding knife hidden in the side pocket.

    ---

    When Karl pushed open the glass door of the convenience store, the small bell above it rang faintly. The atmosphere inside was dark, illuminated only by flickering emergency lights. Shelves were overturned, canned food scattered across the floor, and faded bloodstains marred the dirty white tiles.

    From behind the cashier counter, Mrs. Jane emerged, trembling. Her face was streaked with tears, her hair disheveled, and bloodstains spotted her work shirt. Her brown eyes met Karl's with a mixture of fear and relief.

    "Karl… you really came…" her voice broke before she ran straight into his arms.

    "Mrs. Jane?" Karl called out softly.

    Karl opened his arms, letting Mrs. Jane embrace him tightly. Her body trembled violently in his arms, her shoulders shaking from suppressed sobs.

    "They… they came last night. They broke the windows, barged into my house… they…" Mrs. Jane stopped, her voice catching in her throat. "My husband… my son… they…"

    Karl gently rubbed her back, trying to soothe her even though his own heart was filled with rage. He understood what had happened. This city was starting to crumble. Laws no longer applied, and only the strongest could survive.

    "We need to get out of here, Mrs. Jane. This place isn't safe."

    Mrs. Jane nodded weakly, but before they could move, the sound of footsteps and coarse laughter echoed from outside the store. Silhouettes of several men appeared through the shattered glass. They carried iron rods and knives, their faces twisted with sly grins.

    "Oi, oi! Look who's still here! So, the feisty lady didn't die, huh?"

    Karl gently pushed Mrs. Jane behind the counter.

    "Stay here. Don't come out until I say so."

    Mrs. Jane looked at Karl with worried eyes. "You… you can't fight them alone, Karl!"

    Karl didn't respond. His gaze was cold and filled with determination.

    The store door burst open, and three burly men walked in. The stench of alcohol and sweat immediately filled the air.

    "Hey, kid, you think you can play hero here?" one of them, who seemed to be the leader, sneered while twirling a knife in his hand.

    Karl remained silent, his feet subtly shifting into a defensive stance.

    "Get him!" the leader barked.

    Two men lunged at Karl. With sharp reflexes, Karl ducked, narrowly avoiding an iron rod that would have smashed his face.

    "Time to call him…"

    Karl raised his right hand forward, palm open, and whispered with quiet yet firm determination.

    "Undead Platinum — Uncommon Guard, come forth!"

    The air around Karl vibrated violently. The floor beneath him cracked, forming a glowing magic circle emitting a pale blue light. The temperature in the room plummeted, and dark shadows crept from the corners of the store.

    From the glowing magic circle, a figure began to emerge. A humanoid creature, towering at two meters, clad in cracked and dull silver armor. Its eyes glowed an eerie blue from beneath its helmet, and in its hand, it wielded a massive, faintly shining sword. The figure stood firm in front of Karl, like an unyielding guardian.

    Mrs. Jane let out a muffled scream from behind the counter. Her eyes were wide, filled with terror as she stared at the creature standing with such an intense aura of death.

    "K-Karl! What is that?! What did you do?! That… that's a monster!" Mrs. Jane's voice almost cracked into a shriek.

    Karl slowly turned his head toward her, his voice calm yet firm.

    "Calm down, Mrs. Jane. He's on our side. He won't harm anyone except our enemies."

    Undead Platinum slowly raised its sword, pointing it towards the broken entrance of the store. The cold aura emanating from the creature caused a thin layer of ice to form on the floor beneath it.

    The wild laughter from the thugs suddenly died down. One of them caught sight of Undead Platinum and immediately stepped back, his face turning pale.

    "W-What is that?! That's a damn demon! We need to get out of here!" one of them shouted.

    But their leader, a large man with tattoos covering his face, raised his long knife.

    "Shut up! It's just a cheap trick! Attack him now!"

    Karl simply raised his hand and gestured to Undead Platinum.

    "Protect us."

    Undead Platinum moved. With slow but deliberate steps, it advanced toward the thugs. Its massive sword swung with terrifying power. One man who tried to approach was sent flying into a food rack with a sickening crash.

    Screams of terror filled the store. The thugs scattered, fear plastered across their faces. Some bolted out of the store, while their leader stood frozen in place.

    Undead Platinum stopped at the store's entrance, its sword glistening faintly with traces of blood on its edge. The cold aura surrounding it caused the snowflakes drifting into the store to freeze instantly upon landing.

    Karl walked slowly towards Mrs. Jane, who was still trembling behind the counter.

    "Mrs. Jane, look at me," Karl said softly.

    Mrs. Jane lifted her tear-streaked face, her eyes still filled with fear and confusion.

    "He's here to protect us. I won't let anyone lay a hand on you again, understand?"

    Mrs. Jane nodded weakly, though her gaze remained fixed on Undead Platinum, who stood like a living iron statue at the shattered entrance.

    Karl let out a deep sigh, leaning against a half-destroyed shelf.

    "This is just the beginning. If this city keeps sinking into chaos, I'll need to be ready for far worse than this."

    Outside, the snowstorm continued to rage, but inside the small, broken convenience store, silence had returned—guarded by an undead sentinel standing vigilant under Karl's command.

    Undead Platinum stood tall at the store's entrance, its massive sword still dripping with blood. The attackers were dispatched within minutes, their bodies sprawled across the floor—some still twitching in pain, others motionless. The cold aura around Undead Platinum slowly faded, but its glowing blue eyes still carried an eerie chill.

    Mrs. Jane was still crouched behind the counter, her hands covering her tear-streaked face. Her body was trembling violently, too weak to even lift her head.

    Karl stared at Undead Platinum with sharp eyes before giving a low, firm command.

    "Enough. Disappear."

    As if understanding, Undead Platinum began to fade away. The pale blue glow around it dimmed, and its body slowly dissolved into inky black shadows before vanishing completely. Silence returned to the store, broken only by Mrs. Jane's soft sobs and the metallic scent of blood hanging in the air.

    Karl walked behind the counter and crouched down in front of Mrs. Jane.

    "Mrs. Jane, we need to leave. This place isn't safe anymore."

    Mrs. Jane slowly lifted her face, her eyes red and swollen from crying. Her lips trembled, as if she wanted to ask something, but Karl shook his head quickly.

    "Don't ask anything right now. We need to get out of here before more people like them show up."

    Without waiting for her response, Karl gently grabbed her hand and helped her stand. But Mrs. Jane's legs were so weak that her body nearly collapsed again.

    "I'll carry you, Mrs. Jane."

    Before she could protest, Karl bent down and scooped her up into his arms. The soft pressure of her chest against him stirred something inside Karl that he tried desperately to suppress.

    "Hold on tight. We need to move quickly."

    Karl stepped out into the storm, carrying Mrs. Jane securely in his arms. Snow clung to his hair and jacket, but he kept walking steadily through the icy wind.

    Mrs. Jane's body pressed closer to Karl as she buried her face into his shoulder. Her warm breath tickled his neck, sending a shiver down his spine that had nothing to do with the cold.

    —The memories came flooding back.

    In a future that no longer existed, Karl had been in a wild situation with Mrs. Jane. The soft pressure of her chest against him, the faint scent of lavender still lingering on her clothes—it all triggered thoughts he had buried deep within himself.

    Karl shook his head slightly, trying to drive the thoughts away.

    "Focus, Karl. This isn't the time for that."

    But his body betrayed him. A tension began to build below, a discomfort he couldn't ignore. His breathing grew slightly heavier, but he forced himself to maintain his composure.

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Karl walked through the snowstorm with steady steps, even though the freezing wind whipped against his face and snow piled on his shoulders. Mrs. Jane's body felt light in his arms, but the emotional weight he carried was far heavier.

    "Karl… I can walk on my own," Mrs. Jane's voice trembled weakly in his ear.

    "No, your legs are too weak, and we don't have time to stop," Karl replied firmly, his eyes focused on the path ahead.

    The thick snow buried parts of the road, making every step feel like wading against a powerful current. Empty buildings and snow-covered cars looked like silent graves in the storm. Occasionally, Karl heard distant rumblings—either collapsing buildings or something far worse.

    After what felt like an eternity, Karl finally spotted the silhouette of his apartment building in the distance. Its windows were covered with curtains, and only a faint light glowed from the upper floor—his apartment.

    "We're almost there, Mrs. Jane. Just hold on a little longer," Karl said reassuringly.

    When they reached the apartment door, Karl fumbled in his jacket pocket for the key. His stiff, frozen hands almost dropped it, but finally, the door unlocked with a soft click.

    Karl stepped inside, kicking the door shut behind him. The warmth from the small heater greeted them, though it wasn't enough to chase away all the cold clinging to their bodies.

    "Layla!" Karl called as he gently placed Mrs. Jane onto the small sofa.

    Layla, still lying on the couch under a thick blanket, opened her eyes weakly. Her face looked slightly better than before, thanks to the Noctis blood she had consumed.

    "Karl…?" Layla croaked softly.

    "This is Mrs. Jane. I found her at the store. She needs a safe place to stay for now."

    Karl quickly moved to the corner of the room, adding more wood to the portable stove to keep the room warm. He then grabbed an extra blanket from a small cupboard and carefully wrapped it around Mrs. Jane.

    "Thank you, Karl…" Mrs. Jane whispered faintly.

    "Drink this first, Mrs. Jane." Karl poured warm water from a thermos into a small plastic cup and handed it to her.

    She sipped it slowly, her trembling hands gradually steadying.

    Layla watched them with eyes filled with curiosity and relief. Although this small apartment was far from luxurious, it felt like a fortress in the middle of the chaotic storm outside.

    Karl finally sat down on the floor, leaning against the wall, his head lowered as he took a deep breath. His body was exhausted, and his mind raced with plans and worst-case scenarios.

    Mrs. Jane stared at the small flickering fire in the portable stove. Her face was pale, but a faint sense of calm glimmered in her eyes.

    "What will we do next, Karl?" she asked softly.

    "We'll survive, Mrs. Jane. We'll get through tonight, and tomorrow we'll figure out the next step. For now, we need to rest and regain our strength."

    Layla smiled weakly from the sofa. "As long as we're together, we'll make it through this, right, Karl?"

    Karl nodded slowly, a thin smile forming on his face. "Yes, Layla. We'll make it."

    Outside the window, the snowstorm continued to rage, covering the world in a cold, silent white blanket. But inside that small apartment, three people sat together under dim light, holding on to a fragile spark of hope amidst a world slowly crumbling.

    ---

    Karl stared at Layla, who was still lying on the sofa. Her breathing was steady, her face looked peaceful, and a healthy glow was beginning to return to her cheeks. However, the longer Karl observed her, the clearer it became that something was off.

    "Why… why isn't she in pain?" Karl thought, remembering how Layla drank Valencia's blood with no adverse reaction. Valencia had been clear—ordinary humans who drank Noctis blood would experience unbearable pain before their bodies accepted or rejected it. But Layla… she seemed completely fine.

    Karl frowned, his mind connecting forgotten dots. The Supersonic Explosion. That was the beginning of all this chaos—the event that triggered the Winter Apocalypse. The explosion destroyed the atmosphere, blocked out the sun, and caused global temperatures to plummet. But there was one detail the System had mentioned to Karl before.

    "Some people will undergo unique mutations due to radiation from the explosion. Those who survive and are fortunate enough might experience an Awakening, though in unstable conditions."

    Karl straightened up, his eyes filled with both realization and concern as he stared at Layla.

    "No way… Layla must have already experienced Awakening before I gave her Noctis blood."

    "It makes sense… That's why her body could accept Valencia's blood without destructive side effects."

    Karl approached the sofa and sat down next to Layla, who now looked at him with a confused expression.

    "Karl, why are you looking at me like that? Is something wrong with me?"

    Karl took a deep breath before speaking in a calm yet firm voice.

    "Layla… I think you experienced an Awakening long before this. When the Supersonic Explosion happened… your body must have reacted to the radiation or energy from that blast. And that's why Noctis blood worked on you without causing unbearable pain."

    Layla's eyes widened. "Awakening? You mean… I'm like a mutant or something?"

    Karl shook his head. "Not a mutant, Layla. More like… your body awakened some kind of power."

    Layla stared at her hands, as if trying to sense something different within herself. "But I don't feel anything different, Karl… I just feel warmer, more… alive."

    "That's enough of a sign." Karl looked at her seriously. "Awakening doesn't always show immediate results. Your body might still be adapting. But one thing's clear—you're not an ordinary human anymore, Layla. And we have to be careful. If anyone else finds out about this…"

    Karl didn't finish his sentence, but Layla understood his meaning. The world out there was a place where even the smallest power could turn someone into a target.

    The room fell silent. The cold wind continued to howl against the thin apartment walls, but between Karl and Layla, a new understanding had formed.

    "I'll protect you, Layla," Karl said with quiet determination. "No matter what happens, I won't let them touch you."

    Layla gave a faint smile, though her eyes still reflected shadows of fear that hadn't completely faded.

    "I trust you, Karl."

    Outside, the snowstorm continued to rage. But inside that small apartment, a fragile spark of hope began to glow in the deepening darkness. Karl knew this was just the beginning. If Layla had truly experienced an Awakening, then the world outside would never stop hunting them.

    Mrs. Jane sat quietly on the sofa, her frail hands clutching the cup of warm water Karl had given her. Her eyes darted between Karl and Layla, confusion etched deeply into her pale face. The tension in the air was almost tangible, and she couldn't ignore the way Karl spoke—as if he already knew what would happen next.

    "Karl…" Mrs. Jane's voice broke the silence, soft yet firm. "How… how do you know all of this? About the Awakening, about the blood… about everything? You talk like… like you've been preparing for this for a long time."

    Karl froze for a moment, his gaze locked onto the flickering flames in the portable stove. He let out a slow breath before meeting Mrs. Jane's questioning eyes.

    "I… can't explain everything right now, Mrs. Jane. But let's just say—I've had some help. Information from… a source I can't talk about." His voice was steady but carried a hint of unease.

    Mrs. Jane's brows furrowed. "A source? Karl, we're all just trying to survive here. If you know something, if there's something you're hiding… we deserve to know. This isn't just about you or Layla—this is about all of us."

    Layla shifted on the sofa, her eyes now focused on Karl. The question lingered between them, heavy and unyielding.

    Karl sighed and rubbed his face with his gloved hands. "You're right, Mrs. Jane. But the truth… it's not something either of you might be ready to hear."

    "Try us," Mrs. Jane said firmly, her voice stronger now.

    Karl took a deep breath, his eyes fixed on the flickering flame of the portable stove. The dim light cast sharp shadows on his tired face. Layla and Mrs. Jane sat quietly, their gazes locked on him, waiting for an explanation.

    "Mrs. Jane, this all started because of the Supersonic Explosion. This winter… this endless cold… it's an apocalypse," Karl said, his voice low but firm.

    Mrs. Jane's lips trembled slightly. "But how, Karl? How did it happen?"

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    Chapter 113 - Not Because...

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Karl stared at the small flame flickering in the portable stove, his voice steady yet weighed down as he began to speak.

    "Supersonic Explosion… it wasn't anyone's fault, not a conspiracy, and not the result of human actions. That explosion… was natural. A rare phenomenon that might only happen once in a thousand years. But its impact was so massive that it changed everything—the atmosphere shattered, global temperatures plummeted, and we all got trapped in an endless winter."

    Layla and Mrs. Jane exchanged glances, their faces filled with confusion and fear. Mrs. Jane was the first to break the silence, her voice trembling.

    "If it was natural… how do you know all of this, Karl? How could an ordinary young man like you possibly know what happened and what's going to happen?"

    Karl let out a long sigh, his gaze dropping to the floor before finally meeting Mrs. Jane's eyes.

    "I know all of this… because I have something called the Common Sense Hijack System."

    Mrs. Jane's brows furrowed, while Layla looked even more confused than before.

    "Common Sense Hijack System? What is that, Karl? And what does it have to do with all of this?" Mrs. Jane asked softly, but with pressing urgency.

    Karl clasped his hands tightly, his voice trembling slightly as he continued.

    "That system gives me the ability to manipulate other people's common sense. With just a few taps on it, I can make people believe that even the most absurd thing is an undeniable truth."

    He paused, swallowing hard before speaking again, his voice quieter.

    "At first… I used that power for selfish things. I manipulated people, toyed with their trust, and even… even took advantage of innocent people. Including… including you, Mrs. Jane."

    The room fell into silence. The howling wind outside the window seemed to echo in their heads. Mrs. Jane stared at Karl, her face pale, her hands trembling in her lap. Layla froze on the sofa, her mouth slightly open, but no sound came out.

    "You… what are you saying, Karl?" Mrs. Jane's voice cracked, full of disbelief and fear.

    "I have no excuse or justification for it, Mrs. Jane. I was a low, cowardly, and selfish person. But… something happened. After my world collapsed… I was given a second chance. An opportunity to fix everything—my mistakes, my sins, and every foolish decision I ever made."

    Karl lifted his head, meeting the two women's eyes with a look of deep regret but also unyielding determination.

    "I was given a chance to go back in time. Right before everything fell apart. And now… I'm here, trying to do the right thing. Trying to make amends."

    Mrs. Jane wiped her face with trembling hands, while Layla sat still, her eyes blankly staring at the floor.

    "So… everything you know about the explosion, about the Awakening, about this frozen world… it all comes from your experiences in the future?" Mrs. Jane asked with a shaky voice.

    Karl nodded. "Yes. I came back before the explosion happened. And this time, I can't waste this second chance."

    Layla finally spoke, her voice soft but clear. "So… you're trying to redeem yourself by saving Mrs. Jane?"

    Karl looked at her deeply. "Yes, Layla. That's part of it. But more than that… I want to make sure no one else has to suffer like before. No more families torn apart, no more people freezing to death on the streets, and no more despair in a world slowly consumed by ice."

    Silence fell over the small room again. The fire in the portable stove crackled softly, while the snowstorm outside continued to howl.

    Mrs. Jane finally let out a long sigh, though her face still carried traces of doubt and sorrow.

    "Then, Karl… don't waste this chance. If you truly regret everything… prove it with your actions."

    Karl nodded slowly, his head bowing slightly. "I will prove it, Mrs. Jane. I promise."

    Layla took a deep breath, then leaned back against the sofa with her eyes closed. Her face was still filled with doubt, but a small glimmer of trust began to grow there.

    Outside, the blizzard raged on, as if trying to swallow the world in eternal white darkness. But inside that small room, three fragile souls clung to the faint warmth of hope that had just been rekindled.

    The room was swallowed in a choking silence. The small flame in the portable stove crackled softly, its light flickering with the wind seeping through the cracks in the window. Layla closed her eyes, while Mrs. Jane sat still on the sofa, her hands clenched in her lap. Karl stared at the floor, his mind crowded with shadows of the past he desperately tried to bury.

    Several minutes passed before Mrs. Jane's shaky voice broke the silence.

    "Karl…" her voice trembled, almost like a whisper. She lowered her head, her shoulders trembling slightly. "I… I'm sorry."

    Karl lifted his head, his expression stiff, his eyes filled with confusion.

    "I… I shouldn't have spoken like that earlier. I… I was just… I wasn't ready for this truth," Mrs. Jane continued, her voice hoarse and heavy with emotion. "I lost my family, Karl. I watched them die one by one before my eyes. And when I had given up… when I was ready to freeze to death in the storm… you came."

    Tears started streaming down Mrs. Jane's pale cheeks, but she kept speaking, her voice shaking more with every word.

    "And the one who saved me… was someone I only ever saw as a store clerk. Someone I treated poorly just because I was having a bad day. I feel ashamed, Karl. Ashamed because I never appreciated you… and now here you are, saving me."

    Karl opened his mouth, wanting to say something, but no words came out. He just stared at Mrs. Jane, his eyes glistening.

    Slowly, Mrs. Jane moved closer and wrapped her arms tightly around Karl. Her body trembled, and she sobbed into his shoulder, letting all the emotions she had been holding back pour out.

    Karl froze, his hands hanging limply by his sides, unsure of what to do. Mrs. Jane's embrace felt warm, but behind it, his mind started filling with dirty memories from his past—images of how he had once manipulated people's minds with his system, how he had taken advantage of situations, and how he had made Mrs. Jane bend to his will with a few typed commands.

    "No… stop…" Karl thought, trying to push those memories away.

    But the more he tried to forget them, the clearer they became. Guilt pressed on his chest like a heavy stone, making it hard to breathe.

    "Mrs. Jane…" Karl finally spoke, his voice nearly breaking. "I… I'm not a good person. I don't deserve this hug. I don't deserve your forgiveness."

    Mrs. Jane slowly pulled away, looking into Karl's pale, tense face.

    "Karl… everyone has a past. Everyone has regrets. But what matters is what we do now… and what we do moving forward."

    Karl turned his face away, unable to meet Mrs. Jane's earnest gaze.

    "I… I don't know if I can ever make things right…" Karl said softly.

    Mrs. Jane gave a faint smile, even though tears still streamed down her face. "You've already started, Karl. You saved me, you're taking care of Layla, and you're trying to move forward despite carrying such a heavy burden. That's already enough for now."

    Karl nodded slowly, even though his chest still felt tight. He clenched his hands into fists, trying to suppress the dirty memories and keep his fragile resolve intact.

    In the corner of the room, Layla opened her eyes slowly, watching the scene in front of her with tear-filled eyes. She said nothing, just pulled her blanket tighter around her and turned away, giving them space.

    The blizzard outside continued to roar, but inside that small room, the three of them found a fleeting moment of fragile peace. Karl knew their journey was far from over, and his sins were far from atoned for. But for now, he chose to hold on—to Layla, to Mrs. Jane, and to the faint hope flickering in the fragile warmth of their shelter.

    Even though his primal desires lingered, he began to suppress them.

    'If that… happens again, I hope it's because Mrs. Jane and I both want it, not because of my manipulation or force.' he thought.

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    One Week Later

    The snow continued to fall relentlessly, blanketing the world in an endless sheet of cold, white silence. The wind howled eerily through the cracks of the old building, while three small souls clung to survival amidst the oppressive quiet.

    Karl stood in the middle of the room, his palm stretched out into the air. Above his hand, an illusory spiral vortex shimmered faintly, spinning slowly with fractured light like broken glass. From within the vortex, a can of food materialized and gently dropped into his hand.

    Mrs. Jane, sitting on the worn-out sofa clutching a frayed blanket, watched the scene with wide eyes. Even after a week of witnessing the same thing, the sight still left her stunned.

    "I… I still can't fully believe this," she muttered softly.

    Karl gave her a faint smile. "You'll get used to it, Mrs. Jane. This is… one of the perks of the system I have. Something even I'm still struggling to fully understand."

    Layla, wrapped tightly in a thick blanket on the floor, looked up at Karl with eyes full of trust. From the start, Layla had known about Karl's abilities. To her, this strange display had already become part of their daily routine.

    "Karl, do we still have enough supplies?" Layla asked, tilting her head slightly.

    Karl closed the swirling vortex with a casual motion of his hand, and it disappeared into thin air. "I've stocked up plenty. I don't know how long it'll last, but I'm sure we still have enough food for now."

    Mrs. Jane hugged her body tighter, her hollow gaze fixed on the faint fire flickering in the stove. Her eyes were puffy, dark circles beneath them serving as evidence of her sleepless nights.

    Every night, Mrs. Jane had nightmares.

    ---

    Mrs. Jane's Nights

    When darkness swallowed the room and only the faint light from the fire remained, Mrs. Jane would fall asleep trembling under her worn-out blanket. But her sleep was never peaceful. Every time she closed her eyes, shadows of her past came back to haunt her—sharp, vivid, and unbearably painful.

    In her dreams, she always returned to that night. The night when rough laughter and heavy footsteps filled the hallways of her home. The thugs had entered easily, smashing the door open with a single powerful kick. Her husband, armed with nothing but an old baseball bat, tried to fight back. But they overpowered him—blow after blow—until he collapsed on the floor, his body drenched in blood.

    Her child, still so small and innocent, was ripped from her arms. His screams still echoed in Mrs. Jane's ears, even now. The thugs laughed, kicking and crushing the little body before tossing it into the corner like garbage.

    And then—they turned to her.

    Those twisted faces approached, sinister grins plastered across their lips, their eyes glinting with cruel intentions. But before the nightmare could get any worse, it always ended the same way: the lifeless, pale faces of her husband and child staring back at her.

    Mrs. Jane would wake up gasping for breath, cold sweat soaking her forehead, and her hands clamped tightly over her mouth to muffle her screams.

    Night after night, the nightmare returned.

    Karl often found her sitting in the corner of the room, staring blankly at the wall, clutching her blanket so tightly her knuckles turned white. Layla had tried several times to comfort her, speaking softly and offering her small hands for support, but Mrs. Jane's trauma ran too deep to be soothed by kind words alone.

    One night, as the blizzard outside roared louder than usual, Karl finally approached Mrs. Jane. She was huddled in the corner, tears streaming down her pale face, her shoulders trembling uncontrollably.

    "You don't have to carry this alone, Mrs. Jane," Karl said softly.

    Mrs. Jane lifted her face, her eyes red and swollen. "I… I can't get rid of it, Karl. I see it every night. Their faces… the blood… my child's screams… I can't…"

    Karl knelt in front of her, his hands resting gently yet firmly on her shoulders.

    "No one can erase those memories, Mrs. Jane. But I promise… I'll make sure something like that never happens to you or Layla again. I'll protect you both."

    Tears welled up in Mrs. Jane's eyes again, and this time, she let herself break. Her head lowered as her shoulders shook with heavy sobs. She cried, allowing every burden she had been holding back to pour out in waves of raw emotion.

    From a distance, Layla watched, clutching her blanket tightly. She wiped her own tears quietly, saying nothing as she allowed the moment to pass.

    Amidst the sound of Mrs. Jane's heartbreaking sobs and the howling storm outside, Karl felt something solidify deep within him—a resolve, clear and unwavering.

    He had to protect them.

    No matter what the future held, no matter how dangerous the road ahead became.

    The storm outside showed no signs of stopping, and the world beyond their shelter remained cruel and chaotic. But within the fragile warmth of that flickering fire, three people—each carrying their own scars—held on, refusing to let go.

    For now, surviving was all they could do.

    ***

    The heavy atmosphere in the small room gradually lifted after Mrs. Jane's sobs faded. The portable stove crackled softly, casting a flickering warm light on their tired faces. Layla sat on the floor, wrapped tightly in a thick blanket, while Mrs. Jane leaned back against the sofa, her eyes still damp but visibly calmer.

    Karl sat cross-legged on the floor, looking at the two women in front of him. He felt the need to do something to lighten the lingering gloom in the air.

    Taking a deep breath, Karl placed one hand dramatically on his chest, striking a pose as if he were an actor on stage.

    "Who would've thought? Once upon a time, I was just a humble cashier who couldn't even protest when a customer took more change than they were supposed to. And now look at me—a brave man rescuing two beautiful women in the middle of a snowpocalypse!"

    Layla, who had just taken a sip from a small thermos, turned to him with a deadpan expression. "Seriously, Karl?"

    Karl tilted his chin up arrogantly, staring at the ceiling as if he were receiving applause from an invisible audience.

    "Yes! I, Karl the loser, have evolved into… a talented hero who can summon food from a magical vortex! If this were a game, I'd definitely have the title 'The Unlikely Savior'!"

    Layla let out a long sigh, stood up slightly from her seated position, and gently patted Karl on the head with her open palm.

    Smack.

    "That's not funny, Karl," Layla said flatly, though the corners of her lips twitched upward slightly.

    Karl blinked dramatically, pretending to be shocked. "Hey! That hurt, you know!"

    Layla snorted softly, then sank back into her spot on the floor, pulling the blanket tighter around her. Karl clutched his head with exaggerated pain, his expression overly theatrical, like a second-rate actor.

    On the other side of the room, Mrs. Jane, who had been quietly observing, finally let out a soft laugh. It was faint, almost like a whisper, but enough to make both Karl and Layla turn to her.

    "Karl… you're really something else," Mrs. Jane said while wiping the corner of her eye. "But I guess… the world needs someone like you. Someone who can make things feel a little lighter, even in the middle of a storm."

    Karl grinned widely, clearly proud of his modest achievement. He thumped his chest lightly with an open palm.

    "That's because I, Mrs. Jane, am an all-purpose hero. I can fight, I can store food in a magic vortex, and… I can defuse awkward tension in the middle of an apocalypse!"

    Layla rolled her eyes. "Yeah, yeah, we get it, Hero Karl."

    Mrs. Jane chuckled again, and this time, her laughter sounded more genuine. Her tired face seemed a little brighter under the dim firelight.

    That small moment felt warm among the three people trying to survive in a frozen world. For a brief time, they could forget their fear, exhaustion, and the trauma that haunted them every night.

    Karl smiled contentedly, his gaze soft as he looked at the two women. In his heart, he swore he would continue to protect them—with everything he had.

    Outside, the snowstorm still roared viciously. But inside that tiny room, the faint sound of their laughter became a small spark of hope in an endless sea of darkness.

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    One Week Later

    The snow kept falling endlessly, covering the world in a cold, unyielding silence. The wind pierced through the cracks of the old building, creating eerie whistles. Inside the small room, dimly lit by the flickering flames of a portable stove, three souls clung to what little strength they had left.

    Karl stood by the frosted window, his gaze blank and his thoughts elsewhere. The creeping cold made everything feel frozen, but that wasn't what truly bothered him. It had been a week since he and Layla got stuck in this situation. While they shared warmth to get by, there was an unspoken need between them—something deeper than just sharing blankets.

    Jane, sitting on an old sofa with a worn blanket draped over her shoulders, watched Karl. She stayed quiet for a while but eventually sighed deeply.

    "Sorry if I'm intruding," she said softly, trying to lighten the tension. "I know this must be hard for you two… a young couple like yourselves. If you want to, you know… do what couples do… I can just step into the closet or pretend I didn't see anything."

    Layla, curled up on the floor under a thick blanket, immediately turned red. She glanced at Jane, her expression a mix of shock and embarrassment.

    "W-What are you talking about, Mrs. Jane?!" she exclaimed, her voice rising as she tried to hide her nerves.

    Karl cleared his throat awkwardly, trying to keep his composure. He raised a hand as if to explain but ended up laughing nervously instead. "Mrs. Jane, it's not… we're not… like that."

    Jane shrugged nonchalantly, though a faint smile tugged at her tired face. "Just saying, if you want to. I might be old, but I'm not deaf. I know what it's like to be your age."

    Layla pulled her blanket tighter around herself, almost hiding her entire face. Karl scratched the back of his head, staring at the ceiling as if it held all the answers. This situation was definitely unexpected.

    ---

    After a few moments of awkward silence, Jane got up from the sofa and headed to the small kitchen in the corner of the room. She opened a can of food that Karl had just summoned using his system and began preparing something to eat.

    Karl sat on the floor, stealing a glance at Layla. She was still hiding her face behind the blanket, but he could see the corners of her lips twitching—either from embarrassment or trying not to laugh.

    "You know," Karl finally said, breaking the silence, "Mrs. Jane has a unique way of cheering people up."

    Layla peeked out from behind her blanket, her eyes still sparkling with embarrassment. "I can't believe she actually said that…"

    Karl chuckled softly. "Well, maybe it's her way of trying to make us feel more relaxed. I mean, she's probably feeling just as stressed as we are."

    Layla nodded slowly, her gaze falling to the small fire flickering in the portable stove. "You're right… I just hope this all ends soon."

    Karl looked at her, a pang of guilt tugging at his heart. He knew Layla was trying to stay strong, but he also knew how exhausted they all were. Deep down, he promised himself that he would do whatever it took to protect her—and Jane—from any harm.

    "Don't worry, Layla," he said softly but firmly. "I'm here. I won't let anything happen to you."

    Layla gave him a faint smile, but there was more to it than simple gratitude. There was a warmth in her eyes that made Karl's chest feel lighter, even if only for a moment.

    Jane returned with a bowl of warm soup, handing it to Layla before settling back down on the sofa. She looked at the two of them, a gentle smile on her face.

    "You're both good people," she said in a quiet, sincere voice. "I don't know where I'd be without you. So… thank you."

    Karl and Layla exchanged glances before nodding slowly. Outside, the snowstorm raged on, but Jane's words felt like a warm blanket, soothing their hearts.

    That night, for the first time in days, the three of them shared a small laugh together. Despite the cold and merciless world outside, within that tiny room, they found a flicker of warmth—and hope.

    ---

    The night deepened, but the small fire on the portable stove continued to burn, keeping the biting cold at bay. Karl leaned against the wooden wall, while Layla had already fallen asleep in the corner, wrapped tightly in her blanket. Mrs. Jane, on the other hand, was still awake, her tired eyes fixed on the flames.

    Karl noticed her expression. There was something heavy there, hidden beneath the faint smile she had worn earlier. Taking a deep breath, he moved closer to her, sitting on the floor in front of the sofa.

    "Mrs. Jane," Karl called out gently. "Can I ask you something?"

    Jane snapped out of her thoughts, turning to look at him. "Of course, Karl. What is it?"

    Karl lowered his head briefly, as if gathering his thoughts before speaking. "I just… I just want to know. How are you really feeling? About… everything that's happened?"

    The question made Jane fall silent. She stared at the small fire, as if searching for answers within the flickering flames. The howling wind outside the window was the only sound for a few moments.

    "I…" Jane finally spoke, her voice barely a whisper. "I don't know, Karl. It's… hard to put into words. Everything happened so fast."

    She clutched the blanket in her lap tightly, trying to stop her hands from trembling. "I can still see their faces. Those people. How they broke into my home, ruined everything. I can still hear their laughter… and those awful sounds…"

    Karl nodded slowly, giving her the space she needed to continue. He knew this wasn't easy for her.

    "But…" Jane's voice cracked slightly. "They're gone now. You… you dealt with them. And what else can I do? I just have to accept it."

    Tears began streaming down her cheeks, even though she tried to hold them back. Karl looked at her with deep guilt. He knew what he'd done to handle those people was necessary, but the impact it left on Jane was undeniable.

    "I used to think about what I'd do if I ever got the chance to take revenge on them," Jane continued, her voice shaking. "But… when I saw them lying there, defeated, I just felt empty. No satisfaction. No joy. Just… nothing."

    Karl reached out, placing his hand gently but firmly over Jane's trembling one. "Mrs. Jane, I know this won't be easy. I never thought I could ever replace what you've lost. But I want you to know—you're not alone. Layla and I are here. We'll help you get through this."

    Jane stared at his hand over hers. More tears fell, but there was a faint warmth in her eyes that hadn't been there before.

    "Thank you, Karl," she said, her voice trembling. "Thank you for not giving up. For staying here. I… I don't know how to move forward, but I'll try. For you two."

    Karl gave her a small smile, though there was a hint of sadness in his eyes. He knew this would take time, but at least Jane was starting to open herself to acceptance.

    That night, amidst the biting cold and relentless storm, Karl and Jane talked for hours. They shared their grief, fears, and hopes. While the road ahead was still uncertain and filled with challenges, at least they wouldn't have to face it alone.

    Karl leaned back against the wall, watching Mrs. Jane as she tried to calm herself down. The once tough and sharp-tongued woman now seemed fragile, like a glass about to shatter. He couldn't help but think about the stark contrast between her past self and the person sitting in front of him now.

    "Who would've thought," Karl thought to himself, "Mrs. Jane, the strict and sarcastic woman I used to know, is actually… this vulnerable."

    He rubbed the back of his neck, gathering the courage to ask a question that had been lingering in his mind. "Mrs. Jane, can I ask you something? It might be a little personal."

    Jane, her face still puffy from crying, looked up at him. "Of course, Karl. What is it?"

    Karl hesitated, then spoke carefully, "Why were you so strict and… well, kind of harsh with me back then? Even before all of this happened, it always felt like you didn't like me."

    The question made Jane pause. She stared at Karl, as if trying to figure out whether he was serious or just teasing her. After a moment, she let out a long sigh and clutched the blanket around her tighter.

    "I…" Jane began, her voice soft. "I used to feel… unappreciated. In my own home."

    Karl frowned slightly, not expecting this answer. He stayed quiet, waiting for her to continue.

    "My husband," Jane said, her voice heavier now. "He was… unfaithful. I knew about it. I knew all about the women he was seeing behind my back. But I never said anything. I thought that if I just stayed patient, maybe he would change. But he never did."

    Jane wiped her tears with the corner of the blanket and gave a bitter smile. "And my son… he wasn't much better. He spent his time chasing women, defying me, and treating me like I was some stranger in my own house. No respect, no love."

    Karl felt a pang in his chest. He had no idea Jane's life had been like this. She continued, her tone growing more somber.

    "Maybe… maybe that's why, when I saw you, Karl, I felt like I had someone I could take my anger out on. I looked at you and thought, 'Here's someone I can blame. Someone I can scold.' And I didn't even realize I was just dumping all my emotions onto you."

    She lowered her head, looking utterly exhausted—both physically and emotionally. "And for that… I'm truly sorry, Karl. You didn't deserve to be treated that way."

    Karl stared at her, his emotions a jumble. He'd always thought her harshness came from disdain or dislike. But now he realized it wasn't hatred—it was pain. Before he could respond, Jane said something that left him completely stunned.

    "But, you know?" Jane said, her voice dropping to almost a whisper. "In a way… I'm kind of glad they're gone."
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    Chapter 116 - Past

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    News about the chaos in Unrill City kept flashing on the television. The government seemed overwhelmed, unable to handle the escalating situation. On the screen, a news anchor spoke with a worried tone, her face showing clear exhaustion.

    "The shortage of food supplies has triggered long lines at supermarkets and grocery stores. There are reports of minor scuffles between residents fighting over basic necessities," she said.

    Karl switched off the TV with a heavy sigh. He glanced at Layla and Jane, who were sitting on the floor wrapped in thick blankets, trying to keep warm.

    "Unrill City is really falling apart," Karl muttered, mostly to himself.

    Layla nodded slightly. "I never thought it would get this bad. Everyone must be panicking."

    Jane, sitting in a corner hugging her knees, looked at Karl with a serious expression. "We're lucky you have that power, Karl. We can survive without worrying about food."

    ---

    That night, noises from outside grew louder and more frequent. Some of the apartment residents were pacing the hallways, speaking in raised voices. The usual knocks on doors now often came with a small shout—signs that people were starting to lose patience.

    Karl peeked through the peephole of his apartment door. In the hallway, two neighbors were arguing over their turn to draw water from the communal tank.

    "I was here first! You already took your share yesterday!" a man shouted angrily.

    "Do you think I had a choice? My kids need water!" the woman in front of him shot back, her voice cracking.

    Karl sighed, stepped away from the peephole, and walked back to the living room. Layla looked at him with concern. "What's going on?"

    "Just a small argument," Karl replied. "They're fighting over water. Nothing serious."

    Jane scoffed lightly. "A small argument now can become a big problem later. People are running out of patience."

    Karl said nothing, but he knew Jane was right. Even though the situation in their apartment building was still relatively safe, the strain of dwindling supplies was starting to show.

    He slumped onto the old sofa, closing his eyes for a moment. His mind drifted back to the past, to a time when he prioritized ego over morality. The faces of Evelyn and Julia flashed in his mind—two mature women he had used and discarded. Evelyn, with her short, perfectly styled blonde hair, and Julia, with her warm smile and calming gaze, both unforgettable in their own way.

    Karl remembered how he had manipulated and treated them as tools for his pleasure, disregarding their feelings entirely. He bit his lip, trying to suppress the guilt that began to resurface.

    "Why am I thinking about them now?" he murmured softly.

    Layla, who was fixing the blanket with Jane, glanced at him briefly. "What did you say, Karl?"

    "Nothing, it's nothing," Karl replied quickly, shaking off the thoughts creeping into his mind.

    But the images of Evelyn and Julia continued to haunt him. He knew they were likely struggling amidst the chaos as well. Evelyn was a mother of two, while Julia lived with a husband who resembled an ugly brute.

    ---

    Karl stood on the small balcony of his apartment, staring into the dark night sky. The cold wind bit at his skin, but his mind was more focused on the dilemma he faced. He had the power to help them, to right some of the wrongs he had done. But he also knew that reentering their lives would only dredge up old, rotten memories.

    He clenched his fists, trying to suppress the urge to seek them out. "If I go back, I'll only make things worse," he told himself.

    Yet a small voice in his heart kept whispering, reminding him of the times Evelyn and Julia had looked at him with hopeful eyes, as if he were their only escape from their burdensome lives. The guilt gnawed at him, making his stomach churn.

    ---

    The next morning, the news of Unrill City's chaos continued to dominate the TV broadcasts. Images of riots, looted stores, and endless lines for food filled the screen. Jane watched with a serious expression, while Layla sat in the corner holding a cup of warm tea.

    "We have to do something, Karl," Jane said suddenly. "We can't just sit here while the world outside falls apart."

    Karl shook his head slowly. "I can't save everyone. We have to focus on what we can control."

    "You right, Karl" Jane said "You have the power, Karl. Don't let it go to waste for helping people who can be betray you."

    Karl stayed silent. He knew Jane was right, but he also knew that every action he took would come with consequences. His thoughts wandered back to Evelyn and Julia. Maybe one day he would help them. But not now.

    For now, Karl decided to stay still, waiting for the right moment to act—a time when he could ensure his actions wouldn't make things worse. Deep down, he made a promise to himself: he wouldn't repeat the same mistakes. Evelyn and Julia, though just shadows from his past, had become reminders that not everything could be easily fixed.

    ***

    That night, Karl was lying on the sofa, staring at the cracked ceiling as he tried to ignore the distant sounds of shouting outside. The apartment was eerily quiet except for the occasional creak of old wood and the rustling of blankets as Layla and Jane settled in to sleep.

    Suddenly, Karl's phone vibrated on the coffee table, the sharp buzz breaking the silence. He frowned, reaching over to grab it.

    A notification popped up: "You've been added to Group Chat 406 - Residents of Unrill Heights."

    Karl raised an eyebrow. The building had always been a mix of private individuals and reclusive families, and the idea of a group chat seemed almost absurd given how tense things had become. His thumb hovered over the notification before he tapped it, curiosity getting the better of him.

    The chat was already active, the messages pouring in faster than Karl could read.

    [#105 - Maria]: "We can't just keep ignoring each other like this. If we work together, we'll survive longer!"

    [#302 - Greg]: "I don't know… What if someone takes advantage? We barely have enough for ourselves."

    [#501 - Clara]: "Maria's right. This isolation is making things worse. I suggest we start by pooling food. Everyone contributes what they can spare."

    [#207 - Unknown]: "And what if some people don't contribute at all but still take? Who's going to manage fairness?"

    The group chat buzzed with back-and-forth debates. Karl leaned back, scrolling through the messages. Most residents seemed cautious, worried about sharing supplies. But Maria's proposal was gaining momentum.

    Just as Karl was about to close the app, another notification popped up.

    [#105 - Maria]: "Tomorrow morning at 8 AM, let's meet in the lobby. Bring what you can spare. I'll be there to help organize."

    Karl stared at the message, his mind racing. Sharing supplies sounded noble, but in a place like Unrill City, where desperation was growing by the minute, it could just as easily lead to chaos.

    "Group chat?" Layla's sleepy voice startled him. She had woken up and was rubbing her eyes as she looked at the glow of his phone.

    "Yeah," Karl replied, showing her the screen. "Some of the residents want to pool food and supplies."

    Layla read the messages, her expression skeptical. "Do you think that's a good idea? What if it turns into a fight?"

    Karl shrugged. "It's a risk, but staying isolated isn't much better. If people start working together, it could keep things stable for a while."

    Jane, who had been silent, stirred from her corner. "You're really considering this?"

    Karl nodded slowly. "We have enough food to last us a while. I don't think sharing a little would hurt. Besides, it might help us get on their good side."

    Jane crossed her arms, clearly unconvinced. "And if someone decides to raid our place because they think we have more? You're too trusting, Karl."

    Karl didn't argue. Jane had a point, but he also understood the value of community in times like these. If the building fell into complete anarchy, even his powers might not be enough to keep Layla and Jane safe.

    "I'll check it out tomorrow," he said finally, slipping his phone back into his pocket. "We'll see how it goes."

    Layla gave him a hesitant nod, while Jane muttered something under her breath and went back to her corner.

    Karl lay back on the sofa, staring at the ceiling again. His mind drifted between the risks and benefits of joining the group effort. A part of him wanted to ignore it, to keep to himself and protect what little they had. But another part knew that this might be the first step toward keeping the building—and its residents—together.

    As the night deepened, Karl found it harder to sleep. The whispers of his past mistakes mingled with the uncertainty of tomorrow's gathering, leaving him restless as the cold wind outside howled like a warning.
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    Chapter 117 - Past II

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    The next morning, Karl woke up earlier than usual. The noise from the apartment hallway had been going on since dawn, signaling that some residents were already preparing for the meeting in the lobby. Layla was still fast asleep under her thick blanket, while Jane sat in the corner of the room, half-awake, hugging her knees.

    Karl opened his Uncommon Storage, pulling out a few canned goods and a pack of dry bread. He carefully examined the remaining supplies before closing it again. He had enough food to last for weeks, but he knew giving away a small portion wouldn't hurt.

    "Are you sure you want to go?" Jane broke the silence, raising an eyebrow at Karl. "I still think this is a bad idea."

    Karl nodded as he packed the food into a small bag. "If things get worse, we'll need allies. This isn't just about food; it's about surviving together."

    Jane let out a long sigh. "Fine, Karl. But don't expect me to step in if it all goes south."

    Layla shifted in her sleep but didn't wake up. Karl made sure her blanket was snug before heading out of the apartment. The hallway was busier than usual. Some residents were walking by, carrying plastic bags or small boxes. Most avoided eye contact, as if they didn't want anyone to see what they were carrying.

    When Karl arrived at the lobby, the room was already filled with residents. Among them, Julia was busy helping Maria organize the items piling up on the central table. Julia's face lit up with a warm smile when she saw Karl enter, though her tired eyes betrayed her exhaustion.

    "Karl!" Julia greeted cheerfully. "You made it. I knew you'd come through."

    Karl nodded, returning her smile. "I brought a little food. It's not much, but I hope it helps."

    Julia took the bag and placed it on the table with the other contributions. "Thank you. This is more than enough."

    In another corner of the room, Evelyn stood with her arms crossed, her sharp gaze scanning the room. There was no hint of friendliness in her expression. When her eyes met Karl's, she raised an eyebrow slightly, as if questioning his presence.

    Karl sighed inwardly. His past with Evelyn hadn't left a good impression, especially on her. In this timeline, they had never interacted directly, and her icy demeanor seemed unchanged.

    Julia, sensing the brief tension, touched Karl's arm lightly. "Don't mind Evelyn. She's always been like that."

    Karl gave a small smile. "I'm used to it."

    Maria, who was leading the meeting, tapped on the table to get everyone's attention. "Alright, thank you to everyone who came and contributed. I truly believe that if we work together, we can get through this tough time."

    Some residents nodded in agreement, though others still looked hesitant. Evelyn broke the silence with a cold tone, "And what about those who just pretend to contribute but are actually hoarding more for themselves? What's your plan for handling that?"

    The room fell silent for a moment. Some residents exchanged uneasy glances. Maria looked nervous, but Julia stepped in with her calm and reassuring smile.

    "We're not here to accuse each other," Julia said. "If we want to survive, we need to build trust. If someone chooses not to be honest, that's on their conscience, not ours."

    Evelyn let out a quiet scoff but didn't say anything else. Karl observed silently, feeling a mix of admiration and nostalgia for Julia. Despite the chaos, she remained optimistic and wise, a steady presence amidst the uncertainty.

    When the meeting ended, some residents returned to their apartments, while others stayed in the lobby to help organize the supplies. Karl decided to stay for a bit and offer his help.

    Julia approached him. "Thanks for helping out today, Karl. Your presence really makes a difference."

    Karl gave a small smile. "I'm just doing what I can."

    Julia patted his shoulder lightly. "Keep it up. The world may be falling apart, but I believe there's still hope as long as we stick together."

    As Julia walked away to assist Maria, Evelyn passed by Karl, her sharp eyes locking onto his. "Don't think I don't know what you're hiding," she said quietly, her voice low enough for only Karl to hear. "You might fool others, but not me."

    Karl resisted the urge to respond. He knew arguing with Evelyn would only escalate things. Taking a deep breath, he chose to ignore her comment and continued with his work.

    But deep down, Karl knew Evelyn wasn't going to stop until she got what she wanted.

    ---

    Karl tried to divert his attention away from Evelyn, but his gaze kept drifting back to her figure. She stood with her arms crossed, her stance exuding confidence, and her subtle movements made certain features more noticeable. Heat crept up Karl's face as he quickly looked away, mentally scolding himself for letting his thoughts wander.

    He busied himself with organizing the supplies, focusing on the task at hand. Yet, he couldn't shake the feeling that Evelyn's presence was a silent challenge to his composure.

    Karl exhaled slowly, muttering to himself, "Focus. There's no point in letting her get to me."

    He forced himself to stay engaged with the other residents, determined to push aside the distractions Evelyn unknowingly caused. For now, survival was all that mattered.

    Karl swallowed hard, trying to steady his thoughts. He glanced at Evelyn from the corner of his eye, silently cursing himself for letting his mind wander. Evelyn remained standing with her usual cold and cynical demeanor, speaking to Maria about the food distribution without sparing him so much as a glance. In this timeline, Evelyn had never interacted with Karl at all and knew nothing about a future that no longer existed.

    "Why am I letting her get to me?" Karl muttered under his breath, barely audible even to himself.

    Julia approached, carrying a box of canned goods. "Karl, could you help take this to the shelf near the door?" she asked with her usual warm smile.

    Karl quickly took the box, grateful for the distraction. "Of course," he replied, walking toward the indicated shelf. He focused on his task, but the uneasy feeling caused by Evelyn's presence continued to linger.

    Across the lobby, Evelyn continued her conversation with Maria, seemingly oblivious to the fact that she had become the center of Karl's attention. Her manner—cold, commanding, and full of authority—made Karl feel unsettled. He knew Evelyn was like this because, in this timeline, they had no history together. She doesn't know anything, so why am I so bothered?

    Julia approached Karl again, this time with another box. "You look a bit tense, Karl. Everything okay?" she asked, her concern evident behind her gentle smile.

    Karl nodded quickly. "I'm fine, just a little tired," he replied, trying to sound convincing.

    Julia gave a small smile. "If you need a break, don't hesitate to say so. You've already been a big help."

    Karl simply nodded back and returned to work. Yet every time he tried to focus, his eyes instinctively darted toward Evelyn. Her cold demeanor and the way she interacted with others reminded Karl of her strong personality—someone who was not easily swayed by anyone.

    At that moment, Evelyn suddenly turned to look at Karl. Their eyes met briefly, and she simply stared at him with a blank expression before turning back to Maria. There was no sign of recognition, no warmth, not even disdain. Just indifference.

    Karl took a deep breath, trying to shake off the unease that continued to nag at him. Evelyn didn't know anything, but her presence still served as a reminder that there were things in life that couldn't be changed. Focus, Karl. Evelyn isn't a part of your life anymore, he reminded himself.

    A few minutes later, Julia approached him again. "Maria is about to explain the food distribution plan. Want to come and listen?"

    Karl nodded, eager to engage in something more productive. "Sure," he said, following Julia to the center of the lobby, where Maria was starting to address a group of residents.

    Meanwhile, Evelyn stood in the corner, arms crossed over her chest, her expression as cold and unreadable as ever. Karl resolved not to dwell on her anymore. Evelyn might be here, but she was no longer part of Karl's present—she wasn't part of his life anymore.

    Karl chose to focus on what truly mattered now: keeping Layla and Jane safe and building good relationships with the other residents. Evelyn was just one of many people in this apartment, nothing more, nothing less.
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    Chapter 118 -Pervy Hero

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    As Maria started her explanation about the food distribution plan, Karl forced himself to listen intently. The plan was simple: residents who contributed food or other supplies would receive a fair share based on the size of their household. Those who couldn't contribute would still get something, but less, to ensure fairness and encourage participation.

    "This isn't just about survival," Maria said, her voice steady and clear. "It's about building a community. If we work together and trust each other, we'll get through this."

    The room was mostly silent, though a few murmurs of agreement echoed through the lobby. Karl noticed Evelyn's sharp gaze flicker around the room, her lips pressing into a thin line. It was clear she had something to say, but for now, she held her tongue.

    As Maria wrapped up, Julia stepped forward with her usual reassuring smile. "If anyone has concerns or suggestions, feel free to bring them to me or Maria. We're here to listen."

    The crowd began to disperse, residents returning to their apartments or gathering in small groups to discuss the plan. Karl stayed back, helping Julia and Maria tidy up the area. As they worked, Julia glanced at him and smiled warmly.

    "You've been a huge help, Karl. I mean it," she said, placing a hand lightly on his arm. "It's people like you who make this place feel like a real community."

    Karl felt a pang of guilt. If only she knew about the secrets he carried, the truths he couldn't share. But he managed a small smile in return. "Just doing my part."

    Before Julia could respond, Evelyn's voice cut through the air. "Maria, we need to talk."

    Maria looked up, startled by Evelyn's sudden approach. "Of course. What's on your mind?"

    Evelyn's sharp eyes darted toward Karl for a brief moment before focusing back on Maria. "I want to propose a system for accountability. It's too easy for someone to hoard supplies while pretending to contribute. If we don't implement some form of checks and balances, this whole plan will collapse."

    Julia frowned, stepping forward. "Evelyn, we've already discussed this. Trust is the foundation of our community. If we start policing each other, it'll breed resentment and paranoia."

    Evelyn crossed her arms, her expression unyielding. "And what happens when someone takes advantage of that trust? Are we just supposed to sit back and let it happen?"

    The tension in the room was palpable. Karl watched the exchange silently, unsure whether to intervene. On one hand, Evelyn had a point—there were risks in trusting too blindly. But Julia's approach, though idealistic, felt more in line with the sense of hope Maria was trying to cultivate.

    Maria raised a hand, her voice calm but firm. "Evelyn, I understand your concerns. But this isn't the time to implement drastic measures. Let's give this plan a chance to work before we consider anything more rigid."

    Evelyn's eyes narrowed, but she didn't push further. Instead, she turned on her heel and strode toward the exit. As she passed Karl, she paused just long enough to deliver a parting shot.

    "Be careful who you trust," she said quietly, her gaze piercing. "Not everyone here is as honest as they seem."

    Karl stiffened but said nothing, watching as she walked away. Julia placed a reassuring hand on his shoulder.

    "Don't let her get to you," she said softly. "Evelyn's always been... intense. But deep down, she cares about this place as much as anyone."

    Karl nodded, though Evelyn's words lingered in his mind. She might be blunt and abrasive, but she wasn't entirely wrong. In a situation like this, trust was both a necessity and a risk.

    As the day wore on, Karl continued helping around the lobby, trying to shake off the unease that Evelyn had stirred. By the time he returned to his apartment, Layla was awake, sitting cross-legged on the couch with a book in her lap. Jane glanced up from her spot by the window, where she had been quietly sketching.

    "How'd it go?" Jane asked, her tone neutral.

    Karl set down his bag and sighed. "The meeting went as expected. Some people are on board with the plan, others... not so much."

    As the three of them settled in for the evening, Karl couldn't help but feel a growing sense of unease. Evelyn's parting words echoed in his mind, a reminder that their fragile community was only one misstep away from unraveling.

    For now, he pushed the thought aside. Tomorrow would bring its own challenges, and Karl needed to be ready. Survival wasn't just about food or supplies—it was about navigating the delicate web of trust and tension that held their small world together.

    Jane sighed deeply, tugging at the hem of her shirt, which was dirty and visibly worn out. "I need to change. This is getting way too uncomfortable," she muttered.

    Layla, lounging casually on the couch, immediately offered, "I have some spare clothes in my room. They're not the best, but they're better than what you're wearing now."

    Before Jane could respond, Karl suddenly stepped forward with an air of confidence. "No need for that. I've got it covered," he declared, opening his Uncommon Storage with a dramatic gesture.

    Jane and Layla both stared curiously as Karl rummaged through his inventory. After a moment, he triumphantly pulled out… a neatly folded set of women's undergarments.

    The room went silent.

    Jane blinked, slowly turning her head to Karl with a look that could only be described as the bombastic side eye. Her expression screamed, Why in the world do you have women's underwear in there?

    Layla, on the other hand, burst out laughing, clutching her stomach as she doubled over. "Karl! What—what even—why do you have that?!"

    Karl's face turned bright red, and he stammered, waving the underwear in the air as if it explained everything. "It's not what it looks like! I—I just thought… you know, emergencies and all…!"

    Jane crossed her arms, one eyebrow raised. "Emergencies? What kind of emergency requires you to keep that in your storage?"

    "I—uh—" Karl hesitated, searching for an explanation that didn't sound insane. "Look, the system sometimes throws in random items, okay? I didn't put it there on purpose!"

    Layla was practically in tears at this point, rolling on the couch as she howled with laughter. "Oh, sure, Karl. Random. What's next, a wedding dress for 'emergencies'?"

    Jane snatched the underwear from his hand, holding it up as if inspecting a crime scene. "This doesn't even look like Layla's size. Whose are these, Karl?"

    "I DON'T KNOW!" Karl shouted, his face somehow getting redder. "The system doesn't come with labels, alright?"

    Jane shook her head, tossing the garments back at him with a disgusted look. "Keep your weird collection to yourself next time."

    Layla wiped away tears of laughter, grinning at Karl. "You've outdone yourself, Karl. Truly. This is the funniest thing that's happened all week."

    Karl groaned, closing his storage in defeat. "I was just trying to help…"

    Jane smirked, grabbing Layla's spare clothes as she walked to the bathroom. "Next time, don't," she called over her shoulder.

    As the door closed, Layla leaned toward Karl, still grinning mischievously. "So… do you have other surprises in that storage, or is this a one-time embarrassment?"

    Karl buried his face in his hands. "I'm never living this down, am I?"

    Layla laughed again, patting his shoulder. "Nope. Not a chance."

    Jane stepped out of the bathroom, refreshed and now dressed in Layla's spare clothes. She stretched her arms casually before her eyes landed on Karl, who was still sulking on the couch. A sly smirk formed on her face.

    "Thanks for the spare clothes, store clerk extraordinaire," she said, her tone dripping with mock gratitude. "Though I didn't realize you were also a… let's say… pervy collector. Should I be concerned about what else you've stashed in that magic storage of yours?"

    Karl groaned, rubbing his temples. "I've told you, it's not like that. The system—"

    Jane cut him off, raising a hand dramatically. "Yeah, yeah, the system's 'random.' Sure, Karl. Whatever helps you sleep at night." She plopped down into a chair, leaning back and folding her arms. "By the way, I've been meaning to ask—since you're a store clerk,  do you ever swipe candy bars or tiny stuff for fun?"

    Karl looked up sharply, narrowing his eyes at her. "What? No! That's not me. If there's a loss, it's usually Zoey."

    Jane raised an eyebrow. "Zoey, huh? Convenient scapegoat."

    "It's the truth," Karl insisted. "She's the one messing up the numbers, not me."

    Jane leaned forward, squinting at him skeptically. "Mmm-hmm. Sure, Karl. Just like it's the 'system' putting women's underwear in your storage, right? And let me guess, Zoey is also why there's always a missing soda can?"

    Karl sighed heavily, waving her off. "Believe what you want. I don't have time to steal candy bars or whatever nonsense you're imagining. I've got more important things to deal with."

    Jane stared at him for a long moment before letting out an exaggerated sigh. "Fine, fine. I'll take your word for it. Besides…" She leaned back, smirking again. "You're my perverted savior, after all. Can't bite the hand that saved me, even if that hand is suspiciously good at pulling out certain items."

    Layla, who had been silently listening while pretending to read her book, snorted with laughter. Karl shot her an annoyed look. "You're not helping, Layla."

    "Not trying to," Layla said, grinning. "Jane's got a point. You've been oddly resourceful in, uh, questionable ways."

    Karl buried his face in his hands again. "I don't deserve this."

    Jane chuckled, her tone lightening. "Oh, come on, Karl. Don't sulk. You're still a hero to me. A weird, slightly pervy hero, but a hero nonetheless."

    Karl peeked out from between his fingers, his voice flat. "That's so comforting."

    Jane laughed harder, patting him on the shoulder. "Cheer up, store clerk. We wouldn't survive without your… unique talents."

    Karl shook his head but couldn't suppress a small smile. No matter how much they teased him, at least they were safe, and for now, that was enough.
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    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    As the night deepened, the building grew quieter. The occasional creak of the walls and the faint hum of the electricity were the only sounds breaking the stillness. Karl sat on his bed, scrolling aimlessly through the group chat for the building's residents. It was mostly mundane—a mix of complaints about rationing, someone looking for a lost pair of socks, and a heated debate about whether the generator should run all night.

    Yet, Karl's mind was elsewhere. His thoughts kept drifting back to Evelyn. The way her sharp eyes had scrutinized everything, her bold words in the meeting—they lingered in his memory. She had a commanding presence that was hard to ignore, and despite her bluntness, there was something oddly magnetic about her.

    Karl shook his head, trying to dispel the thoughts. Focus, Karl. She's just another resident. Nothing more.

    But the harder he tried to push her out of his mind, the clearer her image became. Her stern expression softened into something more alluring in his imagination, and before he knew it, his body began to respond. He groaned in frustration, tossing his phone onto the bed.

    "Get a grip, Karl," he muttered under his breath. "This is not the time for this."

    In an attempt to distract himself, he glanced toward the living room, where Jane and Layla were fast asleep on the couch. Jane had curled up under one of Layla's oversized blankets, her breathing steady and calm. Layla, on the other hand, was sprawled out, her arm hanging off the edge of the couch. They looked so peaceful, completely unaware of the chaotic storm brewing in Karl's mind.

    But instead of calming him, the sight only made things worse. His gaze lingered on Jane's figure longer than it should have, his thoughts taking a dangerous turn. Her casual confidence and sharp wit had always made her stand out, but now, in the dim light, she seemed… different. Softer, almost vulnerable.

    Karl clenched his fists, trying to suppress the wave of inappropriate thoughts flooding his mind. No, absolutely not. This is wrong.

    He stood abruptly, pacing the small room. The last thing he needed was for his own mind to betray him like this. Yet, no matter how much he tried to focus on something—anything—else, the images wouldn't go away. It was as if some part of him was determined to pull him deeper into his fantasies.

    "Maybe some fresh air will help," he muttered, grabbing his jacket and heading toward the balcony. The cool night breeze hit his face as he stepped outside, and for a moment, he felt a sense of relief. The city lights in the distance flickered like tiny stars, and the noise of the world seemed far away.

    But even the night couldn't fully quiet his thoughts. Karl leaned against the railing, staring blankly into the distance. Why can't I just shut this off? he wondered. Why do I have to make everything complicated?

    A soft noise behind him snapped him out of his thoughts. He turned to see Layla standing in the doorway, rubbing her eyes sleepily.

    "Karl? What are you doing out here?" she asked, her voice groggy.

    "Couldn't sleep," he replied quickly, hoping she wouldn't notice anything unusual about his demeanor.

    Layla yawned, leaning against the doorframe. "You should try. You look like you haven't slept in days."

    Karl forced a small smile. "Yeah, maybe you're right."

    Layla gave him a skeptical look but didn't press further. "Alright, well, don't stay out too long. It's cold."

    As she disappeared back inside, Karl let out a long sigh. The momentary distraction had helped, but only slightly. He knew he needed to get a grip before his thoughts spiraled further out of control. But for now, he stayed on the balcony, letting the cold air numb his senses and hoping that, eventually, his mind would quiet.

    Karl stepped back into the apartment, closing the balcony door softly. The room was quiet except for the faint sound of Jane's steady breathing and Layla's occasional mumble in her sleep. He lingered near the door, his gaze drifting to the couch where they lay, completely unaware of his presence.

    His thoughts began to spiral. The stress of the day, the tension with Evelyn, and the suppressed feelings he couldn't fully understand—everything felt like it was closing in on him. As he watched Jane's peaceful face, his mind began to wander down a darker path.

    What if… I used it?

    The thought was intrusive, unwelcome, but once it surfaced, it was impossible to ignore. Karl's unique ability—the power to alter common sense—had always been his secret tool, a resource for survival and solving problems. But now, his mind entertained something else entirely: the possibility of bending Jane's reality to fit his own desires.

    He shook his head, trying to dispel the idea. "No," he muttered under his breath, as if saying it aloud could banish the thought. But the more he tried to suppress it, the more it took root.

    It's not like anyone would know, a voice in his mind whispered. It's not permanent. Just... an experiment. Something small.

    Karl clenched his fists, stepping away from the couch and pacing the room. He had always justified his actions with the excuse that he was doing it for the greater good—helping people, ensuring fairness, maintaining order. But this? This wasn't about helping anyone. This was selfish, wrong, and he knew it.

    And yet, the temptation lingered.

    His gaze fell back on Jane. Her lips were slightly parted as she slept, her face relaxed and vulnerable. The idea of making her do something she would never willingly do danced in his mind. The power he held was intoxicating, a constant reminder that he could make people believe anything he wanted.

    But then, another thought struck him: What kind of person does that make me?

    The question hit hard, like a bucket of cold water. Karl stopped pacing and ran a hand through his hair, frustration bubbling to the surface. He wasn't this person. He couldn't be.

    He took one last look at Jane and Layla before retreating to his room, slamming the door shut behind him. Sitting on the edge of his bed, he buried his face in his hands.

    "I can't do this," he whispered to himself. "I won't."

    But even as he tried to convince himself, the shadow of the idea lingered in the back of his mind, refusing to let go.

    Karl sat on the edge of his bed, his head buried in his hands as the weight of his thoughts pressed down on him. He tried to shake off the intrusive ideas that had been swirling in his mind all night. The guilt and frustration were unbearable, like a storm he couldn't escape.

    He got up abruptly, pacing the room as if the movement could help clear his mind. It didn't. His gaze flicked toward the door, where the faint sound of Layla's and Jane's soft breathing filtered through the still air.

    "No," he muttered to himself, shaking his head. "I need to stop this. I need to clear my head."

    Without another thought, he headed to the bathroom, shutting and locking the door behind him. The small space was dimly lit, the faint hum of the apartment's plumbing the only sound accompanying him. Karl leaned against the sink, staring at his reflection in the cracked mirror. His face looked haggard, his eyes tired but restless.

    "This will help," he whispered to himself, his voice barely audible over the pounding of his heart. "Just… get it out of your system."

    His hands trembled as he reached for his waistband, the shame already beginning to creep in. He tried to focus on anything else, telling himself that once he did this, the tension would go away. He'd feel normal again, calm, like himself.

    But even as he tried to rationalize it, a part of him knew that this wasn't really about relief. It was about distraction—about silencing the thoughts that had taken root in his mind and made him question the kind of person he was becoming.

    As he gave in, his breathing quickened, the small bathroom feeling more and more suffocating with every passing second. He shut his eyes, his mind drifting into dangerous territory despite his best efforts to keep it neutral.

    Moments later, he collapsed against the sink, his chest heaving as the tension began to subside. For a brief moment, the shame and guilt were replaced by a dull sense of relief.

    But as the clarity returned, so did the self-loathing. Karl turned on the tap, splashing cold water on his face as if it could wash away his thoughts.

    "You're better than this," he muttered to his reflection. "You have to be."

    He stood there for a long moment, staring at himself, before finally turning off the water and leaving the bathroom. The apartment was still quiet, Jane and Layla still asleep. Karl made his way back to his bed, lying down and pulling the blanket over himself.

    But no matter how hard he tried, sleep refused to come.

    As Karl lay in bed, his mind still racing, Jane stirred on the couch. Her eyes fluttered open, the dim light from a nearby streetlamp casting faint shadows across the room. She had been awake for a while, her breathing purposely even to make it seem like she was asleep. She hadn't missed the sound of Karl quietly pacing the apartment earlier or the muffled click of the bathroom door.

    A sly smirk tugged at her lips as she stretched lightly, careful not to wake Layla, who was curled up on the other side of the couch. Karl's odd behavior hadn't escaped her notice. It was almost endearing, in a strange way—how awkward he became when he thought no one was paying attention.

    She glanced toward the closed door of Karl's room, her expression thoughtful. The corners of her mouth twitched into a faint smile, a mixture of amusement and something else she couldn't quite name.

    "Poor guy," she whispered to herself, her voice barely audible over the quiet hum of the night. "He's been so tense lately… maybe I should give him a little 'service.' Might do him some good."

    Jane's cheeks flushed slightly at the thought, but the idea lingered. She wasn't entirely serious—at least, not yet. But the more she thought about it, the more it seemed... amusing. 
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    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    A Week Later

    Jane started noticing subtle but strange changes in Karl's behavior. He had been disappearing into the bathroom far more often than usual, always brushing off her questions with a sheepish grin and a flimsy excuse.

    "It's the winter apocalypse," he said one evening, laughing nervously. "The cold makes me… uh, go more often."

    At first, Jane didn't think much of it. Everyone coped with their circumstances differently, and Karl's awkward humor wasn't new. But as the days passed, her curiosity grew. There was something odd about how he avoided her gaze every time she asked, how he rushed out of the room whenever Layla walked by. It wasn't like him—or at least, not the Karl she thought she knew.

    One night, after he'd darted off to the bathroom yet again, Jane decided to investigate. She waited until the door clicked shut and the faint sound of running water started. Then, she quietly approached the door, pressing her ear against it. Nothing unusual—just Karl muttering to himself.

    Still, something didn't sit right. When Karl finally emerged, offering a mumbled excuse about drinking too much water, Jane slipped into the bathroom, locking the door behind her. She scanned the small, dimly lit space, searching for some clue that might explain his bizarre behavior.

    It didn't take long.

    There, tucked in the corner behind the laundry basket, she spotted them: a pair of her own underwear and one of Layla's, both crumpled as if they'd been hastily hidden. Jane froze, her breath catching in her throat. For a moment, she didn't know what to think. Disgust? Shock? Or something else entirely?

    Her first instinct was to storm out and confront him, but she hesitated. Instead, she grabbed the offending items, gripping them tightly as she returned to the room where Layla was lounging on the couch, scrolling through her phone.

    "Layla," Jane whispered, her voice tense. "I need to show you something."

    Layla frowned, lowering her phone. "What's wrong?"

    Jane held up the evidence, her expression a mixture of anger and confusion. "These… were in the bathroom. Hidden."

    Layla's eyes widened in disbelief. "Wait, are those—" She stopped, glancing toward Karl's room. "Are you serious?"

    Jane nodded, her lips pressed into a thin line. "He's been acting weird all week. I think… I think he's the reason these were there."

    Layla stared at her, speechless for a moment, before finally shaking her head. "We have to talk to him."

    ---

    When Karl saw them walk toward him, their expressions grim, his stomach dropped. He knew immediately that they'd found something.

    "Uh… hey," he said, forcing a nervous smile. "What's up?"

    Jane didn't mince words. She held up the underwear, her gaze piercing. "Care to explain why these were in the bathroom?"

    Karl's face turned bright red. He opened his mouth, then closed it again, scrambling for an excuse. "I—uh—it's not what it looks like—"

    "Really?" Jane cut him off, crossing her arms. "Because it looks like you've been sneaking around and doing something you shouldn't."

    "I wasn't!" he blurted out. "I mean, okay, maybe I was, but—look, it's not like I planned it! It just… happened."

    Layla groaned, pinching the bridge of her nose. "God, Karl, that's not helping your case."

    Jane, however, surprised them both by letting out a sigh. Her expression softened, and when she spoke again, her voice was calm—almost gentle.

    "Karl," she said, stepping closer. "If this is about… I don't know, stress, or feeling trapped, you could've just told me. You've done so much to keep us alive here. If you need something, don't hold it in. Just… ask."

    Karl blinked, taken aback. "What?"

    Jane's eyes, once sharp and fiery, now held a warmth he hadn't seen before. It reminded him of a mother's compassion—something Karl hadn't experienced in years.

    "I'm saying," she continued, her tone steady, "if you're struggling with something, you don't have to be embarrassed. I'll… I'll do whatever I can to help. You've earned that much."

    The room fell silent. Layla looked as stunned as Karl felt, her gaze darting between them. Meanwhile, Karl struggled to process Jane's words. Was this the same sharp-tongued woman who'd barked orders at him a months ago? The same Jane who never missed an opportunity to call him out for slacking off?

    "Mrs. Jane, I…" He trailed off, unsure of how to respond. "I don't know what to say."

    "You don't have to say anything," she said simply. "Just… don't keep things bottled up, okay?"

    For a moment, Karl considered her offer, the sincerity in her voice making him feel both comforted and deeply uncomfortable. He wasn't used to this kind of kindness, especially not from someone like Jane.

    "Thanks," he mumbled finally, his cheeks still burning with embarrassment. "I'll, uh… keep that in mind."

    Jane smiled faintly, stepping back. "Good. Now, get some sleep. You look like you need it."

    As she and Layla walked away, Karl sank onto his bed, his mind spinning. Jane's words replayed in his head, their unexpected warmth lingering like a balm on his guilt-ridden thoughts.

    But even as he tried to convince himself that everything would be fine, a small voice in the back of his mind whispered a warning: This changes nothing. You're still walking a fine line.

    And deep down, Karl knew that voice was right.

    The Next Morning

    Karl awoke to the faint smell of coffee and the sound of Jane humming softly. For a moment, everything felt normal, almost peaceful—until he remembered the events of the previous night. He groaned, dragging a hand down his face. He wasn't sure if he should feel relieved or mortified after Jane's bizarrely understanding reaction.

    When he sit down , Jane greeted him with a warm smile, a rare sight from her usual stern demeanor.

    "Morning, Karl," she said, setting a steaming cup on the table. "Did you sleep well?"

    "Uh… yeah, I guess," Karl replied, rubbing the back of his neck. He noticed Layla sitting nearby, her eyes narrowing slightly as she glanced between him and Jane.

    Jane leaned against the counter, her gaze fixed on Karl. "So, did you think about what I said last night?"

    Karl froze. "What do you mean?"

    "You know," she said, her tone teasing, "about not bottling things up. If there's something you want, you just have to ask. I mean it."

    Karl's cheeks burned. "I-I don't know what you're talking about."

    Jane chuckled, shaking her head. "Come on, Karl. Don't be shy. I'm just saying, you don't have to hold back. We're all adults here."

    Layla, who had been quiet until now, suddenly spoke up. "Mrs. Jane, are you seriously encouraging him?" Her voice carried a sharp edge. "You do realize that he and I already—" She stopped abruptly, her face reddening.

    Karl's heart sank. "Layla," he started, his voice low.

    But Layla wasn't done. "Fine," she said, crossing her arms. "If you want to give him something, go ahead. But don't act like I'm not part of this."

    Jane blinked in surprise, then laughed softly. "Relax, Layla. I'm not trying to take anything away from you."

    Her words only seemed to make Layla more flustered. "It's not that," Layla muttered, looking away. "I just… forget it. I'm sorry."

    The sudden shift in her tone caught Jane off guard. For a moment, an awkward silence filled the room. Then Jane sighed, her expression softening.

    "No, I'm the one who should apologize," she said. "I didn't mean to step on anyone's toes. I just… I feel like I owe Karl a lot. More than I can ever repay."

    Karl's eyes widened. "Mrs. Jane, you don't—"

    "Jane," she corrected, cutting him off. "You don't have to call me 'Mrs. Jane' anymore. Just Jane is fine."

    Karl hesitated. "I'm used to calling you that. It feels… respectful."

    Jane smiled, a mischievous glint in her eyes. "Well, from now on, you can drop the formalities. Unless," she added, leaning closer, "you like being all formal with me. Makes you feel like a store clerk again, doesn't it?"

    "Jane, stop," Karl muttered, his face growing redder by the second.

    She laughed, clearly enjoying his discomfort. "Alright, alright. But seriously, Karl, you're my hero. My… pervy hero." Her voice dropped into a playful tone. "And I'm willing to do whatever it takes to make you happy—even if it's something, you know, pervy."

    Karl didn't know where to look. His heart pounded in his chest as he tried to think of a response, but his mind was blank. "I… uh…"

    Behind Jane's teasing smile, something deeper lingered. Her eyes betrayed a hint of something primal, something she was barely holding back. Karl had saved her life during one of the scariest moments she'd ever faced. She owed him everything—her survival, her safety, even the fragile sense of hope she still clung to in this bleak world. And the more she looked at him, the more she couldn't deny what her instincts were screaming.

    He's the alpha. My alpha.

     "Anyway, think about it," she said casually, as if the conversation hadn't just turned Karl's world upside down. "I'll be around if you need me."

    Layla shot Karl a look. "If that kinda stuff happen, better be threesome!" she muttered.

    Karl sighed, his thoughts swirling in a chaotic mess. He didn't know how to handle Jane's sudden shift in behavior—or the way it made him feel. But deep down, he couldn't shake the sense that something had changed between them, something he wasn't sure he was ready to face.
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    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    A Week Later

    Karl's apartment remained a haven amidst the chaos of the storm. While other residents struggled with failing heaters, dwindling food supplies, and the biting cold that seeped through their poorly insulated walls, his unit was a stark contrast. The temperature inside was warm and comfortable, the shelves were stocked with food, and the faint smell of freshly brewed coffee lingered in the air.

    This wasn't mere luck. It was all thanks to Karl.

    Sitting on the couch, he scrolled through the interface of his power. The glowing panel that only he could see displayed a list of skills to change common sense, which now he think it is useless.

    Jane walked in from the kitchen, carrying two steaming mugs. She placed one in front of Karl and kept the other for herself, sinking into the chair opposite him.

    "I still don't understand how you manage this," she said, her voice a mix of awe and suspicion. "Everyone else is losing their minds out there, and here we are—warm, fed, and… safe."

    Karl smiled faintly, keeping his true secret to himself. "Good planning, I guess. I've always been good at stocking up before things get bad."

    Jane raised an eyebrow. "You stocked up enough for a snowstorm that's lasted this long? Enough to keep a heater running when half the building's freezing?"

    Karl shrugged, deflecting. "Maybe I'm just lucky."

    Jane didn't push further, though her expression made it clear she wasn't entirely convinced. She took a sip of her coffee, leaning back with a sigh. "Well, whatever you're doing, I'm grateful for it. If it weren't for you, Layla and I wouldn't have made it this far."

    As if on cue, Layla appeared from her room, wrapped in a thick blanket. She yawned, plopping down on the couch next to Karl. "Morning," she mumbled, reaching for the plate of toast he'd prepared earlier.

    "Afternoon," Jane corrected, glancing at the clock. "You've been sleeping half the day again."

    Layla shrugged, biting into her toast. "Why not? It's not like there's anything to do."

    Karl chuckled. "Not true. There's a whole list of chores I've been saving for you."

    Layla groaned. "You're worse than Jane sometimes."

    The lighthearted banter was a welcome reprieve from the tension that hung over the rest of the building. Karl had gone out briefly earlier in the week, only to see neighbors shouting at each other over stolen food and who was hogging the communal bathroom. The sight had reinforced his decision to keep his apartment a fortress of peace and plenty.

    ---

    Later That Evening

    As the storm howled outside, the three of them sat around the small dining table, enjoying a hearty meal of pasta and freshly baked bread. Karl watched as Jane and Layla laughed over a shared joke, their faces lit by the warm glow of the battery-powered lamp.

    Moments like this reminded him why he kept his powers a secret. If anyone in the building found out how he was managing to keep them comfortable, it would invite chaos. People would demand explanations, demand access to his resources. Worse, they might even try to take it by force.

    "Hey, Karl," Jane said, snapping him out of his thoughts. "You okay? You've been quiet."

    He nodded, offering a small smile. "Yeah. Just thinking."

    "About what?" Layla asked, tilting her head.

    "Just… how lucky we are to have this place," he replied, choosing his words carefully. "Things could be a lot worse."

    Jane gave him a thoughtful look but didn't press further. Instead, she raised her mug in a toast. "To Karl, the miracle worker."

    Layla snorted but followed suit, lifting her glass of water. "Yeah, to Karl. The guy who somehow made an apocalypse cozy."

    Karl laughed softly, clinking his glass with theirs. "I'll drink to that."

    ---

    Nightfall

    As Jane and Layla retreated to bed for the night, Karl stayed up, sitting by the window. The snowstorm showed no signs of relenting, the wind whipping fiercely against the glass. He opened his panel again, scrolling through the inventory he'd built up. The list was extensive, but he knew he had to be careful. Even his powers had limits, and he couldn't risk drawing too much attention.

    With a deep breath, he closed the panel and leaned back in his chair, letting the warmth of the room lull him into a rare moment of peace. For now, at least, they were safe. And as long as he could help it, they would stay that way.

    Karl scrolling through his phone. The group chat for the apartment complex had turned into a warzone. Angry messages flooded in every few seconds, each one more hostile than the last.

    [Greg - 4C]: Whoever took my last can of soup, I'm coming for you. This is your last warning.

    [Martha - 3B]: Oh, grow up, Greg. Nobody wants your stupid soup. Try fixing your attitude instead.

    [Linda - 5A]: Martha, stop escalating things. We're all in this together!

    [Tom - 2D]: We wouldn't need to be "in this together" if people stopped hoarding supplies. Some of us are freezing over here!

    Karl frowned but didn't reply. He knew better than to get involved. Engaging in the chat would only draw attention to him, and the last thing he wanted was for anyone to start questioning how his apartment was so well-stocked and comfortable.

    He leaned back in his chair, listening to the faint hum of the heater. Outside, the storm raged on, the wind howling against the windows. It was a stark contrast to the warmth and peace within his apartment. Jane and Layla were already asleep, their bellies full from the hearty dinner Karl had prepared—courtesy of his powers.

    The messages in the group chat continued to escalate.

    [Greg - 4C]: I KNOW someone here has extra food. You think you can hide it forever? You can't. We'll find out.

    [Linda - 5A]: Stop threatening people, Greg. You're not helping!

    [Tom - 2D]: We need to have a building-wide meeting to figure this out before it gets worse.

    Karl snorted quietly. A meeting? That was a recipe for disaster. He could already imagine the shouting matches, the accusations flying, and the chaos that would follow. It was better to stay out of it, to keep his little bubble of safety intact.

    He muted the chat and set his phone aside, stretching his legs. The storm wasn't going to let up anytime soon, and the apartment's residents were only going to grow more desperate. But that wasn't Karl's problem. His focus was on keeping Jane and Layla safe—and keeping his powers a secret.

    ---

    The Next Morning

    The apartment was calm as Karl prepared breakfast, the smell of fresh coffee and scrambled eggs filling the air. Jane wandered into the kitchen, rubbing her eyes.

    "Morning," she mumbled, grabbing a mug of coffee.

    "Morning," Karl replied, flipping the eggs in the pan. "Sleep well?"

    "As well as I could, knowing the rest of the building is about to tear itself apart," Jane said, taking a sip of her coffee. "Did you see the chat last night?"

    Karl nodded. "Yeah. It's a mess."

    Jane raised an eyebrow. "And you didn't say anything?"

    "Nope." Karl placed a plate of eggs and toast on the table. "Not my problem."

    Jane gave him a skeptical look. "You really think you can stay out of it forever? What if they start knocking on doors, looking for answers—or supplies?"

    Karl shrugged. "Then I'll deal with it. Until then, I'm not sticking my neck out."

    Layla appeared in the doorway, yawning. "What are we talking about?"

    "The group chat," Jane said, gesturing to her phone. "It's a disaster."

    Layla rolled her eyes. "Of course it is. Half the people in this building are lunatics."

    Karl smirked. "And the other half?"

    "Delusional," Layla said with a grin, grabbing a piece of toast.

    Jane sighed, shaking her head. "You two are impossible."

    Karl leaned against the counter, his expression serious. "Look, I get that things are bad out there, but we've got everything we need right here. The meeting before is enough, Getting more involved will only make things worse—for us."

    Jane hesitated, then nodded reluctantly. "Fine. But if this blows up, don't say I didn't warn you."

    Karl didn't respond, but his mind was already racing. The storm outside wasn't the only thing he needed to worry about. As long as he kept his powers hidden and his apartment secure, they'd be fine—or so he hoped.
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    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Karl cleared the breakfast dishes as his phone vibrated on the counter. He glanced at the screen, expecting the usual complaints or accusations from the muted group chat. But the preview of the latest message stopped him cold.

    [Tom - 2D]: Someone's dead. Fourth floor. This isn't a joke.

    His hand froze, and the sound of running water from the sink became deafening in the silence. Jane, noticing his stiff posture, frowned. "What's up?" she asked.

    Karl hesitated, then slid the phone across the table toward her. Jane picked it up, her face slowly morphing into an expression of shock as she read the message. "Someone's dead?" she whispered, almost to herself.

    Layla, still chewing a piece of toast, looked up in alarm. "What do you mean 'dead'? Like… murdered?"

    Karl didn't answer immediately, watching as more messages flooded the chat.

    [Greg - 4C]: Stop lying, Tom. No one's dead. You're just trying to scare people.

    [Linda - 5A]: No, Greg, he's right. I heard something last night. There was screaming… like, bad screaming.

    [Tom - 2D]: I swear I'm not lying. It's the guy from 4B. His door's wide open. Someone should check, but I'm not going in there.

    Karl grabbed the phone back and muted the chat again. He didn't need to see any more to confirm the situation. A tight knot formed in his stomach. The storm outside was merciless, and the thin walls of the apartment complex amplified every sound. If someone had been killed, it meant desperation had finally tipped into chaos.

    Jane leaned forward, her voice low but urgent. "Karl, what do we do? This is bad."

    "We don't do anything," Karl said firmly, his tone leaving no room for argument. "We stay here. We don't leave. We don't get involved."

    "But—"

    "Jane," Karl interrupted, locking eyes with her. "We're not equipped to deal with this. If it's really that bad, the last thing we should do is draw attention to ourselves. We have food. We're warm. We're safe. Let's keep it that way."

    Layla swallowed hard, her usually sarcastic demeanor replaced by genuine fear. "But what if whoever did it comes here? What if they find out we're… you know…" Her eyes darted toward the cabinets stocked with supplies.

    Karl's jaw tightened. "That's exactly why we stay quiet. No one needs to know what we have."

    The three of them sat in tense silence, the storm outside seeming louder than ever. Layla broke it after a moment. "So… we just act like nothing happened? Pretend it's not our problem?"

    Karl nodded. "Exactly."

    Jane sighed, crossing her arms. "I don't like it, but I get it. The moment anyone knows how comfortable we are, we'll become targets."

    Karl's phone vibrated again. Against his better judgment, he glanced at the chat, hoping it would provide more clarity.

    [Linda - 5A]: I can't stop thinking about the screaming. It sounded like… like they were begging for their life.

    [Tom - 2D]: I think it's safer if we all stay in our apartments. Lock your doors. Trust no one.

    [Greg - 4C]: This is insane. If we don't figure out who did it, anyone could be next.

    Karl muttered under his breath, "Great. Now they're forming a witch hunt."

    Jane glanced at him. "What do you mean?"

    "They're panicking. Trying to figure out who did it, like they're suddenly detectives." He gestured to the phone. "It's only going to make things worse."

    "Do you think they'll come door-to-door?" Layla asked, her voice trembling slightly.

    "Maybe," Karl admitted. "But if they do, we stay calm. We don't give them a reason to suspect us."

    Jane frowned, tapping her fingers on the table. "What if they already suspect us? We've been too quiet. Too… self-sufficient."

    Karl stared at her, his mind racing. She wasn't wrong. In a situation like this, silence could be as incriminating as guilt.

    "I'll handle it," he said after a moment. "If anyone asks questions, I'll make up something. But for now, we stick to the plan. We stay inside, we stay quiet, and we don't draw attention to ourselves."

    The storm outside raged on, a relentless reminder of the isolation that surrounded them. Inside the apartment, the three of them exchanged uneasy glances, each silently grappling with the same question: How long could they stay hidden before the chaos outside came knocking?

    Jane stared at her hands, the memory of her rapidly healed wound still fresh in her mind. She turned her gaze toward Karl, who was calmly flipping through his phone at the table, seemingly unfazed by the howling storm outside.

    "Karl," Jane began, her voice hesitant, "I think something… strange is happening to me."

    Karl looked up, his expression unreadable. "What kind of strange?"

    Jane sighed, setting her mug down. "You remember when I accidentally cut my finger while cooking a few days ago? It was deep—there was blood everywhere. But when I looked again, the wound was gone. Completely gone."

    Karl didn't react immediately, as if weighing her words. "And?" he prompted.

    Jane hesitated. "It happened again yesterday. I burned myself on the stove. I felt the pain, saw the mark, but then it disappeared. It's like my body's healing itself… faster than it should."

    Karl set his phone aside, his eyes narrowing slightly. "You're saying your body's regenerating? Instantly?"

    Jane nodded, her unease growing. "Yes. I know it sounds crazy, but… it's real."

    Karl leaned back in his chair, his calm demeanor unwavering. "It's not crazy. I told you this might happen."

    Layla, who had been lounging on the couch, perked up. "Wait, you knew this could happen? Since when?"

    "Since the explosion," Karl said, his tone matter-of-fact. He turned back to Jane. "Remember what I told you about the supersonic blast that triggered this winter apocalypse? It wasn't just the atmosphere and the weather it affected. There was more to it—people started changing. Awakening, I called it."

    Jane nodded slowly. "You said some people might develop… abilities. But I thought you were just theorizing."

    "It wasn't just a theory," Karl said, leaning forward. "The explosion released something—call it energy, radiation, whatever. It altered the way some people's bodies and minds function. You're one of them."

    Layla sat up straight, her eyes wide with excitement. "So Jane's like a superhero now? What else can she do?"

    Jane shot her a look. "This isn't a joke, Layla. It's… unsettling."

    Karl gestured for silence, his voice steady. "Jane, listen to me. If your body's healing itself this fast, it means your regeneration ability has been triggered by necessity. Your body's adapting to survive in these conditions."

    "But why me?" Jane asked, her tone almost desperate. "I'm just… normal. There's nothing special about me."

    "It's not about being special," Karl explained. "Awakenings don't care about who you are—they're about survival. Extreme stress, injury, or even the environment could trigger it. It's your body's way of protecting you."

    Layla was still grinning. "This is so cool! Jane, you're literally built different now. Imagine all the stuff you could do."

    Karl gave her a pointed look. "This isn't a game, Layla. If anyone else finds out about this, it could put Jane in danger."

    Jane's expression darkened. "You mean the neighbors?"

    "Exactly," Karl said. "The people in this building are already desperate. They're starving, freezing, and scared. If they find out you have an ability, they won't just see you as Jane. They'll see you as a resource. Or worse, a threat."

    The room fell silent, Jane absorbing Karl's words. The storm outside seemed to amplify the tension, the wind battering the windows like an ominous reminder of the world beyond their fragile sanctuary.

    "So what do I do?" Jane asked finally.

    Karl's expression softened. "For now, nothing. Don't draw attention to yourself. Don't test your limits in front of others. Lay low and let me handle things."

    Layla frowned. "That's it? No training montage or secret missions?"

    Karl shot her a glare. "This isn't some action movie, Layla. This is survival. The only mission is staying alive."

    Jane nodded slowly, her hands trembling slightly. "I just… I don't want to hurt anyone, Karl."

    "You won't," he assured her. "This ability isn't about hurting people. It's about protecting yourself. Use it wisely, and it might save your life."

    Jane looked down at her hands again, a mixture of fear and determination crossing her face. "Okay," she said quietly. "I'll keep it to myself."

    Karl gave her a small nod, his tone firm but reassuring. "Good. We'll get through this. One step at a time."

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    Chapter 123

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Layla sat quietly, watching Jane's troubled face. The tension in the room hung heavy, but her curiosity was eating at her. She turned to Karl, intending to lighten the mood, when her hand reached for her glass of water.

    Without warning, the glass shattered in her grip. Shards of glass scattered across the table as water splashed over her lap.

    "Layla!" Jane gasped, jumping to her feet. "Are you okay?"

    Layla stared at her trembling hand, her eyes wide. "I didn't mean to… I barely touched it." Her voice wavered, teetering between confusion and fear.

    Karl moved quickly, grabbing a towel to mop up the mess. "Did you cut yourself?" he asked, inspecting her hand.

    "No," Layla replied, her voice barely a whisper. "It didn't even hurt. I didn't squeeze that hard, Karl. I swear."

    Karl's eyes narrowed slightly as he took a step back, piecing together what he'd just witnessed. His mind raced, connecting dots he'd hoped wouldn't align. Was this another awakening?

    Layla met his gaze, her voice trembling. "Karl… what's happening to me?"

    He hesitated, glancing at Jane, who was now holding a dustpan and broom but staring at him with equal concern. His mind flashed back to a moment he'd nearly forgotten—when he'd given Layla something, something he shouldn't have.

    Was it the explosion that triggered this? Or was it…?

    Karl shook the thought away. There wasn't time to dwell on the cause. What mattered now was how to manage it.

    "Layla," he said carefully, crouching down to her level, "I think you're awakening, like Jane."

    Her face twisted with disbelief. "Awakening? Like superpowers? That's impossible!"

    Karl gestured toward the shattered glass. "Does that look normal to you? You just crushed a glass without trying. Your strength is way above what it should be."

    Layla's lips parted, but no words came out. She looked at her hands again, flexing her fingers as though they belonged to someone else. "But I didn't ask for this. I didn't… want this."

    Jane stepped closer, her voice soothing. "Neither did I, Layla. But it's happening, and we have to figure out what it means."

    Karl nodded. "You both need to be extremely careful. If the neighbors find out about this, they'll panic. They'll think you're dangerous."

    "But I'm not dangerous!" Layla snapped, her voice rising with frustration. "I didn't ask to be some freak experiment!"

    "You're not a freak," Karl said firmly, cutting her off. "And you're not an experiment. But you are different now, and we have to deal with that."

    Layla stood abruptly, pacing the small kitchen. "This is insane. First Jane, now me? What's next, Karl? Are you going to tell me you're secretly Superman?"

    He smirked faintly but didn't answer. His mind was already working overtime, calculating the risks. Two awakenings in the same apartment. The odds were astronomical—or deliberate.

    Jane stepped forward, putting a hand on Layla's shoulder. "I know it's scary, but you're not alone in this. We'll figure it out together."

    Layla stopped pacing, her shoulders sagging. "What if I hurt someone? What if I can't control it?"

    "You can," Karl said firmly. "We'll practice. Slowly, safely. But only when no one's around."

    Layla gave him a skeptical look. "Practice? So now I'm supposed to train like I'm in some superhero boot camp?"

    "No," Karl said, his tone dead serious. "You're supposed to learn how to survive. That's all this is about."

    The room fell silent again, the storm outside punctuating the tension with every howl of the wind. Layla sank back into her chair, her hands trembling slightly.

    "So… what do we do now?" she asked, her voice small.

    Karl straightened, crossing his arms. "For now, we stick to the plan. Stay quiet, stay inside, and don't draw attention. No one outside this apartment can know what's happening to either of you."

    Layla nodded reluctantly, and Jane gave Karl a small, grateful smile. But the weight of their shared secret was palpable, pressing down on all three of them.

    Karl glanced at the shattered glass on the table. Two awakenings, he thought grimly. And in this storm, with paranoia and desperation running high, their chances of staying hidden were getting slimmer by the minute.

    Karl's phone buzzed again, drawing his attention back to the screen. It was another message from Valencia. He opened it and read quickly.

    [Valencia]: Your family is safe. Don't worry.

    Relief coursed through him, but it was short-lived as another message followed almost immediately.

    [Valencia]: But something strange is happening. The Obscura are starting to turn into normal humans.

    Karl frowned deeply, staring at the message. "Turning into normal humans?" he muttered to himself. How could that be possible? The Obscura were far from ordinary—creatures fundamentally different from humans in every way. What could cause such a drastic change?

    Before he could think further, the system's familiar, detached voice interrupted his thoughts.

    [System Notification]: Analysis suggests the supersonic explosion has altered the genetic data of the Obscura, effectively transforming them into baseline Homo sapiens.

    Karl's breath caught for a moment. "The explosion… altered their genetic data?" The explanation sounded both incredible and impossible. Yet, it fit with everything that had been unraveling since the world turned upside down.

    He leaned back, rubbing his temples, trying to make sense of it all. "If the explosion could change them, what else could it affect?" he thought grimly. The questions were piling up, and answers seemed further away than ever.

    Layla broke the silence, her voice hesitant but urgent. "Karl, there's something else."

    Karl glanced up at her, his expression still clouded with the weight of Valencia's message. "What is it?" he asked, his tone sharper than he intended.

    Layla hesitated, then spoke quickly. "Amber and Chloe… they contacted me. They need help."

    Karl froze. The mention of Amber and Chloe immediately put him on edge. He kept his expression neutral, but his mind raced. Amber and Chloe weren't just former co-workers from the convenience store—they were Homo Obscura. And as far as Layla knew, they were just normal people.

    "What kind of help?" Karl asked, forcing his tone to remain calm.

    Layla shrugged, looking confused. "I'm not sure. They sounded… desperate. They just kept saying they needed to talk to someone they could trust. I didn't know what to tell them, so I said I'd ask you."

    Karl leaned back in his chair, his jaw tightening. Amber and Chloe, asking for help now of all times? He couldn't ignore the timing—it lined up too perfectly with what Valencia had just said. Were they experiencing the same changes as the other Obscura?

    Layla continued, misreading Karl's silence as skepticism. "Look, I know we haven't seen them in a while, but they were always good to us, right? If they need help, shouldn't we at least hear them out?"

    Karl took a slow breath, trying to mask the unease gnawing at him. "Did they say where they were?"

    "They said they're staying somewhere near the old store," Layla said. "But they didn't give an exact location. Just that it's urgent."

    Karl nodded slowly, his mind calculating. If Amber and Chloe had truly been affected by the explosion, they might be reaching out because they didn't understand what was happening to them. Or worse, because they were in danger.

    "Alright," he said finally, meeting Layla's eyes. "I'll handle it. But for now, don't mention this to anyone else, okay?"

    Layla frowned. "Why not? They're in trouble—shouldn't we—"

    "I said I'll handle it," Karl interrupted, his tone firm but not unkind. "It's better if fewer people get involved. Trust me."

    Layla hesitated, then nodded reluctantly. "Fine. But don't take too long. They sounded… scared."

    Karl gave her a tight smile, though his thoughts were anything but reassuring. Amber and Chloe were out there, possibly struggling with a transformation they couldn't explain. And now, for better or worse, they were his responsibility.

    Karl stood up, his mind still spinning from the revelations. He glanced at Layla, who was watching him with a mix of curiosity and concern.

    "Stay here," he said firmly. "Keep the doors locked, and don't let anyone in unless it's me."

    Layla frowned. "Wait, you're going to meet them? Alone? Are you sure that's a good idea?"

    "I don't have a choice," Karl replied, grabbing his jacket. "If Amber and Chloe really need help, I need to find out why. And if… they've changed, it's better I handle it myself."

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    Chapter 124

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Karl climbed the stairs to the upper floor, keeping his steps light. When he reached the door, he knocked softly.

    "Amber? Chloe? It's me, Karl."

    There was a brief shuffle before the door creaked open. Amber stood there, her face pale and her hair disheveled. "Karl… thanks for coming." Her voice was weak, barely above a whisper.

    Karl stepped inside, and the state of the room hit him immediately. It was dimly lit, the curtains drawn, and the air felt stale. A few empty plates and bottles were scattered on the small table, and Chloe was slumped on the couch, wrapped in a blanket. She looked even worse than Amber—her face pale and her movements sluggish.

    "What's going on?" Karl asked, his tone calm but concerned.

    Amber gestured for him to sit. "We've been feeling awful the past few days," she explained, sinking into a chair. "At first, we thought it was just a cold or something, but it's not going away. And… we ran out of food."

    Karl frowned, glancing at Chloe. "Why didn't you say something sooner?"

    Amber looked away, embarrassed. "We didn't want to bother anyone. And honestly, I thought we could handle it, but…" She trailed off, her voice trembling slightly.

    Karl sighed and stood up, scanning the room. It was clear they hadn't had the energy to take care of themselves. "Alright, first things first. You both need food and probably some medicine. How bad is it?"

    Amber shrugged weakly. "Mostly fever and nausea. Chloe's been having a harder time eating anything. We just need something light—maybe soup."

    Chloe nodded faintly but didn't say a word, her eyes half-closed.

    "Got it," Karl said. "Stay here and rest. I'll bring some food up in a bit."

    "Thanks, Karl," Amber said softly, her gratitude evident.

    Karl gave a short nod and left the room, closing the door behind him. As he walked back down to his apartment, he couldn't help but feel a pang of guilt. He should've checked on them sooner.

    When he reached his unit, Layla was already waiting. "How are they?" she asked.

    "Sick and out of food," Karl replied. "They need something warm to eat and maybe some medicine. I'll whip up something simple and bring it to them."

    "I'll help," Layla offered, already heading to the kitchen.

    Together, they worked quickly to prepare a pot of soup and pack a few essentials—water, crackers, and some pain relievers. Within half an hour, Karl was back upstairs, balancing the tray of food as he knocked on the door again.

    Amber opened it, looking surprised. "You're fast."

    "I don't waste time," Karl said, stepping inside. He set the tray down on the table and poured some soup into a bowl. "Here. Eat slowly. It'll help."

    Amber nodded, taking the bowl with shaky hands. "You didn't have to go to all this trouble."

    "It's no trouble," Karl said firmly. "Just focus on getting better."

    He glanced at Chloe, who was now sitting up slightly, her eyes brighter than before. "You too, Chloe. Try to eat something, even if it's just a little."

    Chloe gave him a faint smile. "Thanks, Karl. Really."

    Karl stayed a little longer to make sure they started eating, then stood to leave. "I'll check on you both tomorrow. If you need anything else, let me know."

    Amber nodded, her expression softening. "Thanks again, Karl. We owe you."

    "You don't owe me anything," Karl said, giving her a reassuring nod before heading back downstairs.

    As he returned to his apartment, he felt a small sense of relief knowing they'd be okay for now. But in the back of his mind, he couldn't shake the feeling that something about this situation was far from over.

    Karl walked back to his apartment, carrying the empty dishes he'd used to bring food to Chloe and Amber. His steps were heavy, his thoughts even heavier. He couldn't shake the memory that kept clawing at the back of his mind—the memory of when Chloe and Amber had tried to kill him.

    The irony of the situation hit him like a cold slap to the face. He had just helped two people who, not too long ago, would have gladly watched him bleed out. And yet, here he was, cooking for them, worrying about their health.

    As he stepped into his apartment, Layla was waiting for him near the door.

    "Are they okay now?" she asked, her voice full of genuine concern.

    Karl set the dishes on the counter, avoiding her gaze. "Yeah. They're eating. They just need rest and a little time to recover."

    Layla smiled softly. "That's good. You're really kind, you know that? Not everyone would go out of their way like this."

    Karl forced a small nod, but her words only added to the weight in his chest. Kind? Was that really what this was? Or was it something else?

    As Layla walked back to the living room, Karl leaned against the counter, gripping its edge tightly. His jaw clenched as fragments of that dark memory resurfaced—the cold expressions on Chloe and Amber's faces, the way they had cornered him, the unshakable certainty that they wanted him dead.

    He exhaled sharply, shaking his head. Why am I doing this? he thought. Why am I helping them?

    The answer didn't come, but the bitterness lingered. Maybe it was guilt. Maybe it was something deeper, something he didn't want to admit.

    Karl pushed himself away from the counter and walked to the window, staring out at the dim city lights. His reflection stared back at him, tired and uncertain.

    "Kindness, huh?" he muttered under his breath. "Maybe it's just stupidity."

    He knew he couldn't let his guard down. Chloe and Amber might look helpless now, but he couldn't forget what they had done—or tried to do. Trusting them completely would be a mistake. But for now, he would play the part of the good guy.

    Because if they tried anything again, this time, he'd be ready.

    Karl's eyes flicked to movement outside the window. A group of people from the apartment complex across the street were gathering in the dim light of a flickering streetlamp. They moved with purpose, each carrying blunt objects—bats, pipes, and wooden planks. Their faces were tense, and their hushed voices carried a hint of urgency.

    Layla noticed his stiff posture and walked over. "What's wrong?" she asked.

    Karl didn't look away from the scene outside. "The neighbors from across the street. They're grouping up for something."

    Layla leaned closer to the window, her brows furrowing. "Why are they carrying weapons? Do you think they're—"

    "Looters," Karl interrupted grimly. He crossed his arms, his jaw tightening. "Maybe they're planning to raid somewhere."

    Layla's face paled. "Do you think they'll come here? To our building?"

    Karl turned to her, his expression unreadable. "I don't know. But I wouldn't rule it out. Times are hard, and desperate people do desperate things."

    Layla bit her lip, glancing nervously at the door. "Should we lock it? Maybe warn the others in the building?"

    Karl shook his head. "Not yet. If we start panicking, it might draw attention. Let's wait and see what they do."

    The group outside began moving, heading down the street in a tight cluster. They kept their voices low, their movements cautious. Karl's sharp eyes tracked them as they disappeared around a corner.

    "They're not coming here," he said, his voice steady. "At least, not yet."

    Layla exhaled, but her relief was short-lived. "What if they don't find what they're looking for? What if they come back here, thinking we have supplies?"

    Karl's expression hardened. "Then we'll be ready."

    Layla's eyes widened slightly. "Ready? What does that mean?"

    Karl stepped away from the window, walking toward a storage cabinet. "It means I'm not letting anyone threaten us," he said firmly. He opened the cabinet and pulled out a crowbar. "If they come here, we'll make sure they regret it."

    Layla stared at him, her concern shifting to fear. "Karl, you're not seriously thinking about fighting them, are you?"

    Karl looked at her, his eyes cold but resolute. "I'll do whatever it takes to keep you, Jane, and the others safe. If that means getting my hands dirty again, so be it."

    Layla hesitated, then nodded reluctantly. "Just… don't do anything reckless, okay?"

    Karl gave her a faint smirk, though his mind was already racing. He couldn't afford to let his guard down, not with everything going on. If the group came back, they'd find more than they bargained for.

    For now, though, all he could do was wait. And prepare.

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    Chapter 125

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Karl stood near the window, watching the chaos unfold as the group of intruders banged on the building's entrance, their shouts and heavy blows echoing through the hallways. He clenched his fists, activating his Hijack System with a single thought. As the Uncommon Monarch, he no longer needed to type commands—the system now responded directly to his mental intent.

    He focused, forming the concept in his mind:

    "Walking requires crawling like a baby."

    The system responded instantly, a faint ripple of energy radiating outward from Karl as its center.

    ---

    Hijack Command Executed

    Effect: Walking is no longer possible without crawling.

    Radius: 50 meters.

    Duration: 10 minutes.

    ---

    Moments later, the banging on the door ceased. Karl peered through the peephole and saw the intruders on all fours, their weapons dragging behind them. Confused murmurs filled the hallway.

    "What's going on?!"

    "Why can't I stand up?!"

    "This is insane!"

    Karl smirked but immediately noticed two individuals among the crowd still standing. Unlike the others, they remained unaffected, their movements calm and purposeful. A man wielding a metal pipe scanned the area, while a muscular woman with sharp eyes stood behind him.

    Karl's expression darkened. Awakened individuals. The term came to him from the system's earlier warnings: people with natural resistance to his Hijack effects.

    The system's familiar notification materialized in his vision.

    ---

    Hijack Success!

    Effect Radius: 50 meters.

    Targets Affected: 21.

    Hijack Points Earned: 1,000.

    ---

    He dismissed the notification and observed the unaffected pair. They spoke in low voices, but their tension was evident.

    "We're close," the woman said, her voice firm. "Whoever's causing this is within range."

    The man nodded, gripping his pipe. "I'll check upstairs. You secure this floor."

    Karl clenched his jaw and turned back to his apartment. Layla, sitting by the couch with Jane, noticed his expression and quickly approached.

    "What's wrong?" she asked, her voice low.

    Karl glanced at her. "Most of them are neutralized, but two of them aren't affected. They're coming up."

    Layla's face paled. "What do we do?"

    Karl grabbed the crowbar he had set aside earlier. "Stay here with Jane. Lock the door. Don't open it for anyone but me."

    "But—"

    "Just do it," Karl interrupted, his tone leaving no room for argument. He opened the door and stepped into the hallway, closing it firmly behind him.

    ---

    The hallway was quiet, save for the sound of the crawling intruders muttering in confusion. Karl moved swiftly, heading up the stairs to intercept the man. He spotted him on the next floor, examining the doors with methodical precision.

    "Looking for something?" Karl called out, his voice steady.

    The man turned, his eyes narrowing. "So, you're the one behind this."

    Karl smirked faintly. "Behind what? Your sudden urge to crawl?"

    The man didn't respond, instead lunging forward with the pipe. Karl barely dodged the swing, countering with his crowbar. The clang of metal echoed through the stairwell.

    The woman's voice called from below. "What's going on up there?"

    The man grinned, stepping back. "Found him!"

    Karl's eyes flicked to the stairwell. He needed to end this quickly before she arrived. Channeling his focus, he activated the system again, formulating a new command.

    "Attacking Karl causes unbearable pain in the hands."

    The moment the man swung his pipe again, he yelped and dropped it, clutching his hands in agony.

    "What the hell?!" he shouted, stumbling backward.

    Karl tilted his head. "Hurts, doesn't it?"

    The woman appeared at the top of the stairs, her expression cold and calculating. "You'll pay for that."

    Karl shifted his stance, his grip tightening on the crowbar. He could sense her strength—it was different from the man's reckless aggression. She was a more dangerous opponent.

    But Karl wasn't worried. Not yet.

    "Your muscles feel like they're weighed down by iron," he thought, targeting her next.

    She froze mid-step, her movements sluggish as though gravity had doubled. Her sharp gaze flicked to Karl, realization dawning on her face.

    "You're the cause," she muttered, her voice strained.

    Karl smirked. "Took you long enough to figure it out."

    The woman gritted her teeth, clearly struggling against the effect. But Karl didn't wait for her to adjust. He stepped forward, swinging the crowbar at her leg. She stumbled, falling to one knee.

    "This isn't over," she hissed, glaring up at him.

    Karl crouched slightly, meeting her gaze. "You're right. It isn't. But for now, stay down."

    He stepped back, his mind racing. These two were different—stronger, smarter. The system's warning about Awakened individuals echoed in his mind. This encounter wasn't just a fluke. There would be more like them, and he needed to be ready.

    Without another word, Karl retreated down the stairs, leaving the pair incapacitated but alive. For now, survival was his priority. And to survive, he'd need to learn everything he could about these Awakened individuals—and how to deal with them.

    Karl descended the stairs quickly, leaving the incapacitated Awakened duo behind. As he reached his floor, the chaotic noise that had filled the building earlier had almost completely died down. Peeking out from the small window near the stairwell, he saw the group of neighbors who had been attempting to break in. Now, they were retreating, still crawling on all fours. Their panicked and confused mutterings filled the air.

    "What's happening to us?"

    "I don't know, but we need to get out of here!"

    "This place is cursed!"

    One by one, they left the building, abandoning their weapons and supplies. The last of them disappeared into the night, leaving an eerie silence in their wake. Karl exhaled, leaning against the wall. It worked—at least for now. But his thoughts were troubled.

    The Awakened duo wasn't ordinary. If more people like them showed up, his simple tricks might not be enough.

    ---

    Back in his apartment, Karl locked the door behind him and turned to Layla and Jane, who were sitting tensely in the corner. Layla immediately rushed over.

    "Are you okay?" she asked, her eyes scanning him for any injuries.

    Karl nodded. "I'm fine. The group retreated, and those two troublemakers won't be a problem for a while."

    Layla sighed in relief. "Thank God. I was so worried they'd…"

    She trailed off, shaking her head as if trying to push the thought away. Jane, still sitting in the corner, gave him a small, hesitant smile.

    Karl gave them both a reassuring look before walking over to the small table in the living room. He picked up his phone and opened the building's group chat, curious about how the other tenants were reacting.

    ---

    [Building Residents Group Chat]

    Anna (Apt. 302): Are they gone?

    Mr. Cho (Apt. 101): I just checked. The intruders are leaving. Thank God.

    Maya (Apt. 205): Does anyone know what happened? One moment they were banging on the door, and the next, they just… stopped.

    David (Apt. 403): I think someone did something. This wasn't natural. I saw them crawling away like babies.

    Anna (Apt. 302): What do you mean? Crawling? That's insane.

    David (Apt. 403): I'm telling you, it's like they forgot how to walk! Someone must've stopped them.

    Maya (Apt. 205): Whoever it was, thank you. You probably saved all of us.

    ---

    Karl smirked faintly, shaking his head at their wild speculations. No one seemed to have any idea that he was behind it. That was a good thing—it gave him time to prepare if anything like this happened again.

    Layla leaned over his shoulder, reading the chat. "They're all panicking."

    "They'll calm down soon enough," Karl replied, putting his phone down. "What matters is that everyone's safe for now."

    Layla nodded but hesitated before speaking. "Karl… what exactly did you do out there? How did you stop them?"

    Karl met her gaze, his expression unreadable. "Let's just say I have a way of making things work in our favor. But it's better if you don't know the details."

    Layla frowned but didn't press further. "Alright. Just… be careful, okay? I don't want to lose anyone else."

    Karl's jaw tightened at her words, but he nodded. "I will. You two get some rest. I'll keep watch for the rest of the night."

    Layla hesitated, then gave him a small smile. "Thanks, Karl."

    As she led Jane back to the bedroom, Karl sank into the couch, his mind racing. He opened the system panel again, reviewing the recent events and analyzing his performance.

    ---

    System Update:

    Hijack Points Earned: 1,000.

    Remaining Hijack Points:1,000.

    Targets Neutralized: 21.

    Status: Safe.

    System Note: Awakened individuals remain a potential threat. Strategic measures are advised for future encounters.

    ---

    Karl stared at the screen, his thoughts heavy. The system's warning about Awakened individuals wasn't something he could ignore. He'd won this time, but he couldn't rely on brute force and quick thinking forever.

    "Looks like I need to play the game again." he muttered, closing the panel.

    For now, the building was safe, and the group chat was calm. But Karl knew this was only the beginning. The world outside was getting more dangerous, and it was only a matter of time before the next challenge came knocking.

    And when it did, Karl intended to be ready.

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    You're absolutely right—I missed that crucial detail about Layla and Jane living with Karl. Let me fix it and continue properly.

    ---

    A week passed, and life in Karl's apartment remained precariously calm, though tension grew outside. With his Uncommon Storage, Karl had enough supplies to feed himself, Layla, and Jane, sparing them the desperate hunger plaguing their neighbors. The trio shared simple meals, their small apartment a quiet refuge amid the chaos.

    Layla had taken to organizing their remaining supplies, stacking cans and packets neatly on the counter. Jane, seated by the couch, doodled in a worn notebook Karl had scrounged from an abandoned store weeks ago.

    But the noise outside was impossible to ignore. Through the thin walls of the building, angry voices and the occasional crash echoed. The lack of food was driving the residents to the edge. Karl stood by the window, his arms crossed, watching a group of tenants gathered in the courtyard below.

    "They're arguing again," Karl muttered.

    Layla looked up from her task. "It's getting worse, isn't it?"

    Karl nodded. "Food's running out. People are desperate."

    Jane's quiet voice broke through the tension. "Do you think they'll come for us?"

    Layla walked over and placed a reassuring hand on Jane's shoulder. "Don't worry. Karl won't let anything happen to us."

    Karl turned away from the window. "If they come here, I'll handle it. You two just stay inside, no matter what."

    Layla hesitated. "You can't fight everyone, Karl."

    "I won't have to," Karl said simply. His Hijack System gave him an edge no one else had, but he wasn't about to explain it to them. The less they knew, the safer they'd be.

    ---

    That evening, as the tension in the building reached a boiling point, there was a sudden, loud banging on Karl's door. Layla froze mid-step, her eyes wide with alarm.

    Jane clutched her notebook tightly. "They're here."

    Karl motioned for them to stay quiet, grabbing his crowbar from its spot by the door. He looked through the peephole and saw a group of neighbors gathered in the hallway, their faces grim and desperate.

    "Open up, Karl!" a man's voice shouted. It was David from the fourth floor. "We know you've got food in there. You're holding out on us!"

    Karl's jaw tightened. He'd seen this coming but had hoped it wouldn't happen so soon. He glanced back at Layla and Jane, who were huddled together on the couch.

    "I'll deal with it," he said quietly. "Lock the bedroom door and stay out of sight."

    Layla nodded reluctantly, taking Jane's hand and leading her to the back room. Once he heard the lock click, Karl turned back to the door and opened it a crack, keeping the chain in place.

    David and four others stood in the hallway, their expressions a mix of anger and desperation.

    "Karl," David said, his tone hard. "We know you've got more than enough to share. It's not right for you to hoard while the rest of us starve."

    Karl met his gaze steadily. "I've got a little food, but not enough for everyone. If I give it all away, what happens to my family?"

    "Don't play dumb!" another man snapped. "We've seen you. You're not starving like the rest of us. Open up and share, or we'll take it by force."

    Karl sighed inwardly. He didn't want to escalate things, but it was clear they wouldn't back down. He activated his system with a single thought, forming a new command.

    ---

    Hijack Command Executed

    Effect: People lose the desire to approach Karl's apartment.

    Radius: 10 meters.

    Duration: 30 minutes.

    ---

    The tension in the air shifted almost immediately. David and the others looked confused, their angry expressions softening as they glanced at each other.

    "I… don't know why we're here," David mumbled, scratching his head. "Sorry, Karl."

    Without another word, the group began to disperse, their earlier aggression forgotten. Karl watched them leave, then shut the door and bolted it securely.

    Layla and Jane emerged cautiously from the bedroom.

    "What happened?" Layla asked.

    Karl shrugged. "They decided it wasn't worth it."

    Layla frowned. "Just like that?"

    "Just like that," Karl replied, avoiding her gaze. "It's over for now."

    Layla didn't press him further, but her worried expression lingered. As the night wore on, Karl couldn't shake the feeling that this was only a temporary reprieve. The scarcity of food and the growing desperation in the building meant more conflicts were inevitable.

    And next time, his system might not be enough.

    Karl stood by the window, peering down at the courtyard below. The dim moonlight bathed the scene in an eerie glow. His eyes focused on two figures standing at opposite ends of the cracked pavement, their stances tense and ready. Something about them felt off—like coiled springs waiting to snap.

    Then he saw it.

    The first man, tall and broad-shouldered, raised his arm, and fire erupted from his hand. Flames danced along his forearm, crackling in the still night. Opposite him, another figure stood with a smirk, wind swirling around his feet and tugging at his jacket. The faint whistle of air carried up to Karl's window, sending a chill down his spine.

    Awakened individuals, Karl thought, his jaw tightening.

    The fire-wielder spoke first, his voice a low growl that carried across the courtyard. "Back off, Hendrik. I've warned you already—you're not taking my supplies."

    The man with the wind, Hendrik, laughed softly. The breeze around him grew stronger, swirling dust and leaves into the air. "Supplies? You mean the stash you're hoarding while the rest of us starve? That's not happening, Marcus."

    Karl's gaze flicked to the pile of supplies near Marcus—several bags and boxes stacked haphazardly. His stomach turned. Food and water were scarce in the building, and tensions had been rising for weeks. This fight was inevitable, but seeing it escalate to this level made him uneasy.

    Marcus thrust his hand forward, a jet of fire roaring toward Hendrik. The flames lit up the courtyard, their heat palpable even from Karl's vantage point several floors above.

    Hendrik reacted instantly. With a sweep of his arm, a powerful gust of wind slammed into the flames, scattering them harmlessly into the night. Sparks flew, but Hendrik didn't flinch.

    "Is that all you've got?" Hendrik taunted, his smirk widening.

    Marcus snarled and launched another wave of fire, this one wider and more intense. The courtyard lit up like daylight for a brief moment, the heat shimmering in the air. Hendrik leaped to the side, carried by the swirling wind around him, and landed effortlessly several feet away.

    Karl leaned against the window, his fists clenched. He didn't dare intervene—not with powers like these at play. All he could do was watch and hope the fight didn't escalate further.

    Hendrik counterattacked, raising both arms. A whirlwind shot forward, picking up debris as it raced toward Marcus. The force of it sent Marcus stumbling, but he steadied himself and retaliated with a concentrated blast of fire. The two powers clashed, creating a vortex of flames and wind that swirled chaotically in the center of the courtyard.

    The sound was deafening, a mix of roaring fire and howling wind. Karl could feel the vibrations through the building's walls, and he stepped back slightly, worried the fight might spread.

    Below, the two men continued their deadly dance. Marcus's flames seemed to grow dimmer with each attack, his exhaustion becoming apparent. Hendrik, meanwhile, moved with ease, dodging and deflecting every blow.

    "Give up, Marcus," Hendrik said, his voice carrying a note of finality. "You can't win this."

    Marcus's breathing was ragged, and the fire around his arms flickered weakly. He staggered backward, his resolve faltering. But he raised his hand one last time, summoning a desperate flame.

    Hendrik didn't wait. With a single motion, he unleashed a concentrated blast of wind that extinguished the flames and knocked Marcus off his feet. Marcus hit the ground hard, groaning as the last of his energy left him.

    Karl's heart pounded as he watched Hendrik approach the fallen man. For a moment, he thought Hendrik might finish him off, but instead, Hendrik crouched down and grabbed one of the bags of supplies.

    "You should've shared," Hendrik muttered before slinging the bag over his shoulder.

    He straightened and scanned the courtyard, his sharp eyes sweeping over the surrounding windows. Karl instinctively ducked back behind the curtain, his breath catching in his throat. When he peeked out again, Hendrik was walking away, the supplies in tow.

    Marcus remained on the ground, clutching his side and groaning softly. The once-lit courtyard was now dark and still, save for the faint glow of embers on the pavement.

    Karl stepped away from the window, his thoughts racing. This wasn't just a random fight—it was a sign of how desperate people were becoming. And with Awakened individuals like Marcus and Hendrik in the mix, things were bound to get even more dangerous.

    "Are they gone?" Layla's voice startled him.

    He turned to see her standing near the couch, Jane close behind her. Their faces were pale, their worry evident.

    "Yeah," Karl said, keeping his tone even. "It's over. For now."

    Layla frowned. "Did you see what they were doing? It looked… unnatural."

    Karl hesitated. He didn't want to scare them more than they already were. "Just two people fighting. They didn't come near us."

    Jane tugged at Layla's sleeve. "What if they come back?"

    Karl met Jane's wide-eyed gaze and forced a reassuring smile. "If they do, I'll make sure we're safe."

    He glanced back at the window, his expression hardening. The world outside was changing, and the chaos was creeping closer. He would need to be ready when it finally reached their door.

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Layla sat down next to Jane on the couch, the tension still palpable in the room. Karl was staring out of the window again, his shoulders stiff as if bracing for another inevitable storm.

    "He's been doing everything to keep us safe," Layla said softly, breaking the silence between her and Jane. "But how much longer can we live like this? Watching him exhaust himself every day just to keep this fragile peace intact."

    Jane looked down at her hands, her fingers nervously playing with the edge of her sleeve. "He's strong, but he's only human. If this keeps up…" Her voice trailed off, the unspoken thought too heavy to put into words.

    Layla glanced at Karl, who was still lost in thought by the window. "Do you think he feels lonely?" she asked quietly.

    Jane hesitated, then nodded. "He doesn't talk about it, but I see it in his eyes. He carries so much, yet he never asks for help. It's like he's forgotten he's allowed to lean on someone else."

    Layla leaned back, crossing her arms. "Maybe it's because he feels like he has to be strong for us. After everything that's happened, he probably thinks he's the only one who can hold things together."

    "But that's not fair to him," Jane whispered, her voice trembling. "He deserves more than just carrying this burden alone. He deserves comfort, someone who can make him feel like he's not fighting this war by himself."

    Layla looked over at her, surprised by the raw emotion in her words. She saw something in Jane's eyes that mirrored her own thoughts—something she hadn't dared admit even to herself.

    "You're right," Layla said slowly, her tone softening. "But what can we do? It's not like we can just… tell him to stop and let us take over. He won't listen."

    Jane smiled faintly, though it didn't reach her eyes. "No, he won't. But maybe we don't have to say it outright. Maybe we just… show him."

    Layla raised an eyebrow. "Show him?"

    Jane's cheeks turned a faint shade of pink, but she held Layla's gaze. "Sometimes, people don't need words to know they're not alone. Sometimes, they just need to feel it."

    The room fell silent, the weight of her words hanging in the air. Layla felt a flicker of understanding pass between them—an unspoken agreement, a shared determination.

    Karl had done so much for them, more than anyone else ever had. It was time they found a way to give something back, even if he didn't realize he needed it.

    The night grew colder, with the bitter chill of the extreme weather seeping through the cracks in the apartment's windows. Karl lay sprawled on the sofa, wrapped in a thin blanket that did little to fend off the biting cold. His face was serene in sleep, his breaths steady, completely unaware of the two pairs of eyes watching him intently.

    Jane sat on the edge of the couch across from him, her arms folded tightly as if trying to hold herself together. Layla, sitting beside her, glanced at Karl before leaning closer to Jane.

    "He looks so peaceful," Jane murmured, her voice barely above a whisper. Her gaze lingered on Karl's face, tracing the faint lines of weariness and strength that made him who he was.

    Layla nodded, pulling her own blanket tighter around her shoulders. "He always does. Even when everything around us feels like it's falling apart, he manages to stay calm." She paused, her eyes narrowing slightly. "But I wonder if it's just a mask."

    Jane glanced at her. "What do you mean?"

    Layla hesitated before answering, her tone soft but laced with concern. "I mean, he's always the one protecting us, taking all the risks. He never complains, but… doesn't he ever feel like he needs someone too? Someone to lean on?"

    Jane's lips pressed into a thin line. She looked at Karl again, his chest rising and falling with every steady breath. "He does," she said quietly. "Even if he doesn't say it, I can see it. The way he's always on guard, the way he tries to hide his exhaustion... it's like he doesn't know how to let anyone else take care of him."

    Layla's gaze dropped to her hands. "It's not just him," she admitted, her voice tinged with vulnerability. "Ever since we've been here, I've felt like there's this… gap. Like something's missing. And now, with him here, it's even harder to ignore."

    Jane's cheeks flushed slightly as she glanced at Layla, then back at Karl. "You're not the only one," she confessed, her voice almost inaudible. "I thought maybe it was just me. That maybe I was… imagining things. But being around him, especially now, I can't help but—"

    She stopped herself, her face turning a deeper shade of red.

    Layla exhaled shakily, her breath visible in the frigid air. "It's the cold," she said, almost as if trying to convince herself. "It's making everything feel… more intense."

    Jane gave her a sideways glance, a flicker of mischief in her eyes despite the seriousness of the conversation. "Is it really just the cold, though?" she asked, her voice low and teasing.

    Layla stiffened slightly, her face heating. "Jane, don't start," she muttered, though her tone lacked conviction.

    Jane chuckled softly, shaking her head. "I'm just saying, it's okay to admit it. We're human, after all. And… it's not like we're alone in feeling this way."

    Layla hesitated, her gaze drifting back to Karl. He shifted slightly in his sleep, the blanket slipping off one shoulder. The sight of him, vulnerable and completely unguarded, sent a strange pang through her chest.

    "It's not fair," Layla said suddenly, her voice quiet but firm. "He does so much for us, and yet we just sit here, doing nothing while he bears everything on his own."

    Jane reached out and placed a hand on Layla's arm, her expression softening. "We're not doing nothing," she said gently. "We're here. We care. And maybe… that's what he needs most."

    Layla looked at her, her expression conflicted. "Do you really think that's enough?"

    Jane didn't answer right away. Her gaze returned to Karl, her thoughts swirling as the icy air seemed to grow heavier around them. Finally, she spoke, her voice barely above a whisper.

    "It's a start."

    Jane sat in silence for a moment, her breath visible in the frigid air. Her gaze lingered on Karl, who remained fast asleep on the sofa. She bit her lip, her thoughts swirling as the unspoken tension between her and Layla thickened in the cold, quiet room.

    Finally, she broke the silence, her voice low and tinged with a vulnerability that she rarely showed.

    "Layla," she began, her eyes still fixed on Karl, "I need to tell you something... something I've been holding back."

    Layla shifted uncomfortably, sensing the weight in Jane's words. "What is it?"

    Jane leaned closer, her cheeks flushed—not just from the cold. "I can't deny it anymore. This… this need I feel. It's been building up ever since I came here." She hesitated, her voice dropping even further. "Ever since he took me in."

    Layla stiffened slightly, her own heart racing as she avoided Jane's gaze. "Jane… I don't know if—"

    Jane cut her off gently, her hand brushing against Layla's arm. "Don't pretend you don't feel it too," she said, her tone soft but firm. "I've seen the way you look at him. The way your eyes follow him whenever he's around."

    Layla's face flushed, and she pulled her blanket tighter around her shoulders. "That's not—"

    Jane leaned in closer, her voice almost a whisper. "It's okay, Layla. You don't have to hide it from me. I understand… because I feel the same way."

    Layla's breath hitched, her defenses crumbling under Jane's directness. She finally glanced at Jane, her expression a mixture of embarrassment and longing. "I… I don't know what you're talking about," she said weakly, though her trembling voice betrayed her.

    Jane smiled faintly, her fingers lightly brushing against Layla's. "You miss it, don't you?" she asked, her tone filled with a mix of teasing and understanding. "The way he used to hold you. The way he made you feel wanted."

    Layla's eyes widened, her lips parting as if to protest, but no words came.

    Jane continued, her voice growing more confident. "I see it in you, Layla. Every time he walks into the room, you light up. But now…" She paused, glancing at Karl's sleeping form. "Now you're just as starved as I am. Starved for touch, for connection. For him."

    Layla looked away, her face burning with shame and something else she couldn't name. "Jane, this isn't fair," she whispered. "You can't just say things like that."

    Jane moved closer, her hand resting on Layla's knee. "I'm saying it because it's true," she said softly. "We've both been holding back, pretending we're fine. But we're not, are we? Not when he's right here, so close, and yet…"

    Her voice trailed off as she looked back at Karl, her expression unreadable. The faint rise and fall of his chest, the relaxed curve of his mouth—it all made the tension in the room unbearable.

    Layla swallowed hard, her throat dry despite the cold. "What are you suggesting, Jane?" she asked, her voice barely audible.

    Jane's lips curved into a small, knowing smile. "I'm suggesting that we stop pretending. That we admit what we feel… and maybe, just maybe, we can find a way to feel whole again."

    Layla stared at her, torn between denial and the undeniable pull of her own emotions. The room seemed to grow even colder, the silence between them heavy with unspoken desires.

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    One week later, the harsh winds outside had grown louder, carrying an ominous howl that seemed to echo through the walls of the small apartment. The power grid had been unreliable for days, and now, the communication lines were completely down. Karl sat by the window again, his face illuminated by the dim light of a single lantern.

    Layla approached him cautiously, wrapping a thick scarf around her neck. She stopped a few steps away, hesitating before speaking.

    "Karl," she said softly, her voice barely cutting through the sound of the wind. "Have you heard anything?"

    Karl shook his head, his eyes fixed on the stormy horizon. "No. It's been silent. No messages, no updates… nothing."

    Layla frowned, her fingers gripping the edge of her scarf. "And Valencia? Any luck there?"

    He turned to look at her, his expression calm despite the situation. "Nothing. But she's with them. She'll keep them safe."

    Layla nodded, though the reassurance felt thin in the face of their isolation. She glanced back at Jane, who was sitting at the kitchen table, scribbling notes in a small journal. The room felt colder than ever, the silence between them filled with unspoken fears.

    "Are you sure you don't want to rest?" Layla asked, stepping closer to Karl. "You've been keeping watch every night. You need sleep."

    Karl's lips curved into a faint smile, though his eyes remained tired. "I'll rest when I know you're all safe."

    Layla opened her mouth to argue, but Jane's voice cut in from the kitchen.

    "He's as stubborn as ever, Layla. You won't convince him," Jane said, her tone light but tinged with concern.

    Karl chuckled softly. "She's right. But thanks for trying."

    Layla sighed, giving up for now. She moved to sit beside Jane at the table, the two women exchanging a glance that spoke volumes. They both knew how much Karl was sacrificing for them, but they also knew there was little they could do to change his mind.

    As the night wore on, the storm outside grew fiercer. The walls creaked under the pressure of the wind, and the temperature inside continued to drop. Karl eventually relented and joined them at the table, his blanket draped over his shoulders like a cape.

    Jane looked up from her journal, her gaze softening when she saw him. "You're finally sitting down. Does this mean you're actually going to let us take care of you for once?"

    Karl smirked faintly, shaking his head. "Don't get used to it."

    Layla chuckled, though her laughter lacked its usual warmth. "We'll take what we can get."

    For a while, they sat in relative silence, the only sound the faint scratching of Jane's pen and the howl of the wind outside. It wasn't much, but it was a moment of calm in the midst of chaos.

    Then, as if sensing the shift in mood, Jane set her pen down and looked at Karl. "You know," she began, her tone light but serious, "you don't have to do all of this alone. We're here too. Let us help, even if it's just in small ways."

    Karl raised an eyebrow, his expression skeptical. "And what exactly would you do, Jane? Fight off the storm? Fix the broken communication lines?"

    Jane smiled, undeterred by his sarcasm. "Maybe not, but we can at least make sure you're not starving yourself or freezing to death while you're busy trying to save the world."

    Karl sighed, running a hand through his hair. "I'm fine, Jane. Really."

    Layla leaned forward, her hands clasped tightly in front of her. "But for how long, Karl? You're carrying so much on your shoulders, and it's only getting harder. Let us share the weight, even if it's just a little."

    Karl hesitated, his gaze shifting between the two women. For a moment, he looked like he might argue, but then he sighed again, the tension in his shoulders easing slightly.

    "Fine," he said quietly. "But don't expect me to make a habit of it."

    Jane and Layla exchanged a small smile, a silent victory between them. It wasn't much, but it was a start.

    That night, an unexpected warmth began to fill the room, despite the biting cold that still seeped through the walls. The three of them sat closer together, sharing a blanket in the dim glow of the lantern. The quiet murmur of conversation and soft laughter started to break the heavy silence that had lingered for days.

    Karl leaned back slightly, letting himself relax for the first time in what felt like weeks. Jane and Layla, seated on either side of him, exchanged glances, their expressions softer than usual. The unspoken bond between them seemed to grow stronger in that moment, a shared understanding that words could not fully capture.

    As the night wore on, the boundaries between them seemed to blur. Layla rested her head lightly on Karl's shoulder, her fingers brushing against his arm in a gesture of quiet comfort. Jane followed suit, leaning into his other side, her touch hesitant but filled with a subtle longing.

    At first, Karl remained still, his gaze flickering between them as if unsure how to respond. But then, he exhaled slowly, the tension in his posture melting away. He allowed himself to accept their closeness, his arms instinctively wrapping around them both in a protective, almost tender embrace.

    The shared warmth grew more intimate, their touches lingering longer, their gazes meeting with unspoken emotions. What started as a simple moment of solace gradually deepened, the barriers they had all built around themselves crumbling in the quiet vulnerability of the night.

    Their closeness gave way to a series of gentle, tender gestures—touches, caresses, and whispers exchanged in the dim light. It was a rare moment of intimacy that none of them had anticipated but instinctively welcomed.

    By the time the lantern's light began to flicker, the three of them were no longer simply seeking comfort in each other's presence. They had crossed a threshold, finding a new closeness that felt both unexpected and inevitable. As they lay together, their breathing steady and synchronized, the unspoken understanding between them deepened, forging a bond that would not easily be broken.

    The next morning, sunlight filtered weakly through the frosted windows, illuminating the small apartment with a faint golden glow. The storm outside had finally calmed, leaving behind a quiet stillness that felt almost surreal. Karl stood by the stove, humming softly as he prepared breakfast—a rare sight that immediately caught Layla and Jane's attention.

    Jane smirked as she watched him, her chin resting on her hand while she lounged at the kitchen table. "Well, someone's in a good mood today," she teased, her tone dripping with playful sarcasm.

    Karl glanced over his shoulder, raising an eyebrow. "What? Can't I enjoy a quiet morning?"

    "Oh, sure," Jane replied, leaning back in her chair. "But it's not every day we see you humming while cooking. What's next? A smile that lasts longer than three seconds?"

    Layla stifled a giggle, covering her mouth with her hand as she joined Jane at the table. "You do seem... lighter today," she added, her tone gentler but still teasing. "Almost like the weight of the world isn't entirely on your shoulders anymore."

    Karl rolled his eyes, though the faintest hint of a grin tugged at the corner of his lips. "Maybe I just got a decent night's sleep for once. Ever think of that?"

    Jane wasn't letting him off the hook that easily. She leaned forward, a mischievous glint in her eyes. "Oh, is that what we're calling it now? A good night's sleep?" She chuckled, her voice dropping into a mock whisper. "Because if I remember correctly, you seemed very awake last night."

    Karl's ears turned red as he turned back to the stove, pretending to focus on flipping the eggs in the pan. "I have no idea what you're talking about," he muttered, his voice a touch too defensive to be convincing.

    "Really?" Jane pressed, her grin widening. "Because it looked to me like someone was having the time of their life. All that 'I'm just trying to keep everyone safe' talk, and yet—"

    "Jane," Karl interrupted, his tone firm but not harsh. "Drop it."

    But Jane wasn't done. "Come on, Karl. Admit it," she said, leaning her chin on her hand again. "For someone who acts all serious and self-sacrificing, you sure didn't hold back last night. In fact, I'd say you were the one who enjoyed it the most."

    Layla's cheeks turned pink, and she looked away, trying to suppress her own laughter. Karl sighed heavily, turning off the stove and setting the pan down before facing them.

    "Alright, fine," he said, crossing his arms and giving Jane a pointed look. "I enjoyed it. Happy now?"

    Jane grinned triumphantly. "Very."

    "But," Karl added, narrowing his eyes at her, "don't think for a second that this means I'm going to start taking orders from you two."

    Layla finally let out a soft laugh, shaking her head. "No one's asking you to, Karl. We just like seeing you relax for once. You deserve it."

    Karl sighed again, though this time it was more resigned than exasperated. "Yeah, well, don't get used to it," he said, though the small smile on his face betrayed his words.

    Jane leaned back in her chair, folding her arms with a satisfied expression. "Oh, we'll get used to it, alright. After all, it's not every day we get to see the great Karl let his guard down."

    Karl shook his head, but there was no real annoyance in his expression. If anything, he looked... lighter. Happier. And for the first time in a long time, the weight he carried didn't seem quite so heavy.

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    As Karl leaned against the counter, savoring the rare moment of peace, the tranquility was shattered by a loud crash from the hallway. It sounded like someone had kicked a door open, followed by angry shouting that grew louder with every passing second.

    "What now?" Karl muttered, his shoulders slumping as the noise disrupted his brief reprieve.

    Jane and Layla exchanged worried glances before looking at Karl. Jane tilted her head toward the door. "You better check that out. Sounds like someone's about to tear the place apart."

    Karl sighed, grabbing his jacket and heading toward the source of the commotion. As he stepped out into the dimly lit corridor, he was greeted by a chaotic scene.

    Evelyn's husband was grappling with Julia's husband, both of them snarling and swearing like rabid animals. The two men were large and burly, their faces contorted in rage, and to Karl, they both embodied the "Ugly Bastard" trope he couldn't stand. Evelyn's husband had a thick neck and a beer belly that jiggled with every movement, while Julia's husband had greasy hair and a permanent sneer etched onto his face.

    "What the hell is going on?" Karl called out, though his voice was drowned out by the yelling and crashing.

    He pushed his way through a small group of neighbors who had gathered to watch the fight. The two men were locked in a vicious struggle, fists flying and curses filling the air. Furniture was overturned, and the hallway was quickly becoming a mess.

    "Stop it, both of you!" Karl shouted, stepping closer.

    Neither man paid him any attention. Evelyn's husband landed a solid punch to Julia's husband's jaw, sending the latter stumbling back into the wall. Julia's husband recovered quickly, pulling a knife out of his jacket and lunging forward with a wild swing.

    "Shit!" Karl cursed, rushing forward.

    The knife caught Evelyn's husband in the side, and he let out a guttural roar of pain. Blood seeped through his shirt as he clutched the wound, but he didn't go down. Instead, he tackled Julia's husband, slamming him into the ground with a thud.

    "Enough!" Karl yelled, grabbing Julia's husband by the arm and yanking him away.

    The knife clattered to the floor as Karl twisted the man's wrist, forcing him to release it. He kicked the blade aside and shoved Julia's husband against the wall, pinning him there with one arm while glaring at Evelyn's husband.

    "You!" Karl barked, pointing at Evelyn's husband. "Sit down and stop making it worse."

    Evelyn's husband glared at Karl but obeyed, slumping against the wall as he pressed his hand to his bleeding side. Julia's husband struggled against Karl's grip, but Karl tightened his hold, leaning in close.

    "Are you done?" Karl hissed. "Because if you're not, I'll make sure you are."

    Julia's husband glared at Karl, his lip curling, but he stopped struggling. Satisfied, Karl released him and stepped back, keeping a wary eye on both men.

    The neighbors who had been watching the fight began whispering among themselves, their voices a mix of shock and gossip. Karl ignored them, focusing on the two men in front of him.

    "What the hell was this all about?" Karl demanded.

    Evelyn's husband grunted, wincing as he shifted. "That bastard was talking shit about my wife."

    Julia's husband sneered. "And your wife isn't exactly innocent, is she? Everyone knows what kind of woman Evelyn is."

    Karl's jaw clenched as he pieced together the situation. He glanced at the blood staining Evelyn's husband's shirt and then at the knife on the floor. This was more than just a petty argument.

    "Enough," Karl said, his tone sharp. "If you two want to kill each other, do it somewhere else. You're scaring everyone here."

    Evelyn appeared at the end of the hallway, her face pale as she rushed toward her husband. Julia wasn't far behind, her eyes wide with panic as she pushed through the crowd.

    "What happened?" Evelyn asked, kneeling beside her husband.

    Karl stepped aside, giving her room. "Your husband got himself stabbed, that's what."

    Julia approached her own husband, her voice trembling. "Why did you have to bring a knife? This is insane!"

    Her husband didn't respond, glaring at Evelyn's husband instead. The tension in the hallway was suffocating, and Karl could feel the weight of everyone's stares.

    "This isn't over," Julia's husband muttered, his voice low and menacing.

    Karl stepped in front of him, blocking his path. "Yes, it is. You're going back to your apartment, and you're staying there. Got it?"

    Julia's husband looked like he wanted to argue, but something in Karl's eyes made him think twice. He grumbled under his breath and stormed off, with Julia following close behind.

    Evelyn helped her husband to his feet, her expression a mix of anger and concern. She glanced at Karl, her usual disdain tempered by a hint of gratitude.

    "Thanks," she muttered, barely meeting his eyes.

    Karl nodded, stepping back as the couple made their way down the hallway. The neighbors began to disperse, their curiosity satisfied for now.

    As the corridor emptied, Karl leaned against the wall, running a hand through his hair. He could feel the adrenaline wearing off, leaving behind a dull ache in his muscles.

    "Just another quiet night," he muttered sarcastically, pushing off the wall and heading back to his apartment.

    Karl pushed open the door to his apartment, his face a mixture of irritation and exhaustion. The dimly lit room greeted him with the familiar warmth of Layla and Jane, who had been waiting for him on the couch. Both women looked up as he entered, their expressions shifting from concern to curiosity as they noticed the slight smudge of blood on his shirt and the tension in his posture.

    Jane, ever the provocateur, leaned back with a smug grin, her voluptuous figure barely contained by the tight sweater she was wearing. "Well, well, look who decided to come back. You look like you just fought a war. What happened out there, hero?"

    Layla, sitting more composedly but no less stunning in her casual outfit, frowned slightly. "Karl, are you okay? You look... stressed."

    Karl sighed heavily and dropped his jacket onto the back of a chair before collapsing onto the couch between them. "Stressed doesn't even begin to cover it. Evelyn's husband and Julia's husband just tried to kill each other in the hallway."

    Jane raised an eyebrow, her grin widening. "You're kidding. What happened?"

    Karl rubbed his temples. "Apparently, they've both got beef about... well, everything. Shouting, punching, the works. And then Julia's husband pulled out a knife and stabbed Evelyn's husband."

    Layla gasped, covering her mouth with her hand. "Oh my God, are they okay?"

    Karl waved a hand dismissively. "Evelyn's husband will live. He's stubborn enough to survive a nuclear war, apparently. But it was a mess."

    Jane let out a low, throaty chuckle, her gaze flicking to Karl with a mischievous glint. "And let me guess, you were the one who stepped in and saved the day. You really have a knack for being in the middle of the action, don't you?"

    Karl shot her a tired glare. "Someone had to stop them before it got worse."

    Jane shifted closer to him on the couch, her smile turning sultry. "Well, no good deed goes unpunished. You look like you're carrying the weight of the world on those broad shoulders of yours." Her hand trailed lazily down his arm. "Maybe you need someone to... ease that tension."

    Layla blushed slightly but didn't look away. "Jane..." she said softly, though there wasn't much conviction in her voice.

    Karl turned to Jane, raising an eyebrow. "I don't have the energy for your games right now."

    "Oh, this isn't a game, darling," Jane purred, her fingers tracing circles on his thigh. "You've been running yourself ragged for days. Don't you think you deserve a little... reward for all that effort?"

    Karl's jaw tightened, but he didn't push her away. Jane took that as encouragement and leaned in closer, her lips brushing against his ear. "Come on, Karl. You know you want to. And honestly? I'm more than happy to help you... relax."

    Layla, though quieter, moved a little closer on his other side, her eyes flicking to Karl with a mix of hesitation and desire. "She's not wrong," she murmured. "You've been doing so much for everyone else. Maybe it's time to let us take care of you."

    Karl let out a dry laugh, shaking his head. "You two are unbelievable."

    Jane grinned, her hand sliding higher up his thigh. "That's what makes us fun."

    The tension in the room shifted, the atmosphere growing heavier as the two women leaned into him, their intentions clear. Karl exhaled slowly, his tired expression softening as he glanced between them.

    "Alright," he said, his voice low and resigned. "If this is your idea of helping me relax, then... fine. Just don't make me regret it."

    Jane's grin widened triumphantly, and Layla's blush deepened as they both moved closer, their hands and lips eager to prove their point. The storm outside faded into the background, the chaos of the night replaced by a very different kind of intensity as the three of them lost themselves in the warmth of the moment.
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    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    That morning, Karl opened his eyes slowly, feeling an unusual warmth amidst the freezing cold of the winter apocalypse. Jane and Layla were still fast asleep beside him, their faces serene as if the chaos of the outside world didn't exist. For a moment, Karl let himself lie there, savoring the tranquility that had become a rare luxury in their current lives.

    Jane stirred first, stretching languidly before cracking one eye open and smirking at Karl. "Well, good morning, hero. Sleep well?"

    Karl chuckled softly. "Better than most nights, I guess."

    Layla stirred soon after, her soft murmurs giving way to a sleepy smile as she noticed Karl watching her. "Morning," she whispered, her voice gentle.

    "Morning," Karl replied, sitting up and stretching. He looked over at the small fireplace in the corner of the room, its embers still glowing faintly. The warmth it provided was minimal, but it was enough to keep the frostbite at bay.

    Jane sat up, pulling the blanket tighter around her. "So, what's the plan today, boss? More heroics? Or are we finally going to sit back and enjoy your magical storage?"

    Karl smirked at her playful tone. "If by enjoy you mean restock some of our supplies, then sure. But no heroics today—just making sure everything's in order."

    Layla tilted her head curiously. "Do we even need anything? You've been pulling everything we need out of that... storage thing of yours. It's like magic."

    Jane leaned forward, her smirk growing. "Yeah, Karl, seriously. Spill it. What's the deal with that bottomless storage of yours? You've been playing it cool, but it's not exactly normal."

    Karl sighed, running a hand through his hair. He had been careful not to draw too much attention to the Uncommon Storage, but with Jane and Layla growing closer to him, it was getting harder to keep it under wraps. He decided it was time to let them in on the secret—at least partially.

    "It's… complicated," Karl began, leaning back against the wall. "Let's just say I have access to a storage space that isn't exactly bound by the usual rules of reality. Think of it like a massive, invisible backpack where I can store just about anything."

    Jane raised an eyebrow. "And where exactly did you get this magical storage backpack? Because I'm pretty sure that's not something you pick up at a convenience store."

    Karl hesitated. "It's a long story. One that involves a lot of weird circumstances and a fair bit of luck."

    Layla frowned slightly. "Is it dangerous? This storage… does it come with risks?"

    Karl shook his head. "No risks, at least none that I've seen. It's just… there. And honestly, it's the only reason we've been able to stay as comfortable as we have."

    Jane crossed her arms, looking unconvinced. "Comfortable? We're still in the middle of an ice-cold apocalypse, Karl. You could have a five-star buffet in that storage of yours, and it wouldn't change the fact that the world outside is falling apart."

    Karl sighed. "You're not wrong, but it's better than nothing. I've been careful about what I take out and when. The last thing we need is for people around here to start asking questions or getting suspicious."

    Jane leaned back, her expression thoughtful. "Fair enough. But don't think this means I'm letting it go. I want to know more about this magical storage of yours eventually."

    Layla, ever the peacekeeper, reached out and touched Karl's arm lightly. "Thank you for sharing that much, Karl. I can't imagine how hard it must be to keep all of this together, but… you're doing great."

    Karl gave her a small smile. "Thanks, Layla. That means a lot."

    Jane rolled her eyes but grinned. "Alright, enough with the heartfelt stuff. Since you've got your magic storage, does that mean breakfast is on you, hero?"

    Karl chuckled, standing up. "Yeah, I've got it covered. Just sit tight."

    He walked over to the corner of the room where he usually accessed the Uncommon Storage. With a flick of his wrist, he pulled out a few items—a loaf of bread, some canned fruit, and even a small jar of honey. It wasn't much by pre-apocalypse standards, but it was a feast compared to what most people were surviving on.

    As Karl prepared the food, Jane and Layla watched him, their expressions a mix of curiosity and admiration. Despite the bleakness of their situation, Karl had managed to create a sense of stability and even comfort, something neither of them had thought possible when the world first fell apart.

    Once the food was ready, they gathered around the small table, sharing a quiet meal. For a while, there was no talk of the apocalypse, no worries about the cold or the chaos outside. It was just the three of them, sharing a moment of peace in a world that seemed to have forgotten what peace was.

    As the meal came to an end, Jane leaned back in her chair, her smirk returning. "You know, Karl, for a guy who's always so serious, you're pretty good at taking care of people. Maybe you missed your calling as a househusband."

    Karl snorted. "Don't push your luck, Jane."

    Layla giggled softly, the sound like a melody in the otherwise quiet room. "You do take care of us, Karl. More than you realize."

    Karl looked at the two women, feeling a warmth that had nothing to do with the fireplace. Despite everything they'd been through, despite the frozen wasteland outside, he was grateful for their presence. They weren't just surviving together—they were living. And for the first time in a long time, Karl allowed himself to hope that they could keep it that way.

    As the days passed, Karl began to notice subtle changes in Layla and Jane. It started with small things—Layla lifting a heavy chair without much effort or Jane brushing off a deep scratch like it was nothing. At first, Karl dismissed it as adrenaline or sheer resilience, but the evidence became impossible to ignore.

    One morning, Karl was in the kitchenette, boiling water to make some coffee. Layla walked in, her hair slightly damp from a quick wash. She smiled at him as she reached over to grab the pot of boiling water with her bare hands.

    "Layla!" Karl exclaimed, rushing to stop her. But she had already lifted it, tilting her head curiously as if she didn't understand why he was panicking.

    "What?" she asked, her voice calm.

    "You just grabbed a pot of boiling water!" Karl pointed at her hands, expecting to see burns or blisters, but her skin was perfectly smooth. She didn't even flinch.

    Layla blinked, then looked down at her hand. "Oh," she said nonchalantly. "I guess… I didn't feel it?"

    Karl stared at her, his brow furrowing. "You guess? Layla, that's not normal."

    Jane walked into the room, her hair still messy from sleep, and caught the tail end of their conversation. "What's going on?" she asked, stifling a yawn.

    Karl pointed at Layla. "She just held a pot of boiling water like it was nothing."

    Jane raised an eyebrow, clearly intrigued. "Really? Let me see." She stepped closer, examining Layla's hands before smirking. "Well, maybe she's just tougher than we thought."

    "It's not just that," Layla said softly, looking at Karl. "I've been feeling… different lately. Stronger. Things that used to bother me don't anymore. Like the cold—I barely feel it now."

    Karl frowned, his concern deepening. "How long has this been happening?"

    Layla shrugged. "I'm not sure. A few days, maybe? I just didn't think it was a big deal."

    Jane crossed her arms, leaning against the counter. "You're not the only one," she said casually.

    Karl turned to her, his eyes narrowing. "What do you mean?"

    Jane smirked, pulling up the sleeve of her sweater to reveal a faint scar on her forearm. "This? I got it last night when I was cutting up some cans for scrap. It was deep, bled like crazy. But this morning? It's barely there."

    Karl's jaw tightened as he processed what she was saying. "You're healing faster?"

    "Not just that," Jane said, her voice taking on a playful edge. "I don't feel the cold anymore. I've been walking around in this sweater while the building's practically freezing. Feels like spring to me."

    Karl leaned against the counter, running a hand through his hair. "This… this isn't normal. Something's happening to both of you."

    "Maybe it's not a bad thing," Layla said, her voice soft but steady. "Whatever it is, it's helping us survive."

    Karl looked between the two women, their calm demeanor a stark contrast to his own growing unease. But as much as he wanted to figure out what was going on, a part of him felt relieved. If they were becoming stronger, it meant they had a better chance of surviving whatever this frozen apocalypse threw at them.

    "Have you noticed anything else?" Karl asked, his tone more measured now.

    Layla hesitated for a moment. "I feel… faster. Like, my reflexes are sharper. And I can lift things I shouldn't be able to."

    Jane grinned. "And I'm guessing I'm harder to kill. Not that I'm planning to test it, but the healing thing is pretty useful."

    Karl exhaled slowly, the weight on his shoulders easing slightly. "Alright. If this is real—if this is permanent—it might actually be a good thing. You're both stronger now, and that's going to help us if we ever run into trouble."

    Jane raised an eyebrow, her grin turning mischievous. "Look at you, Mr. Optimism. Didn't think you had it in you."

    Karl shot her a look. "Don't get used to it."

    Layla smiled, her expression gentle. "Thank you, Karl. For… everything. You've been looking out for us since the beginning. Maybe now we can help take some of the burden off you."

    Karl's gaze softened as he looked at her. "I'm just glad you're both okay. That's all that matters."

    As the day went on, Karl kept an eye on both women, observing their newfound abilities. Layla carried heavy supplies effortlessly, her movements fluid and precise. Jane, meanwhile, seemed almost fearless, her injuries healing quickly and her energy unwavering even in the harshest conditions.

    For the first time since the apocalypse began, Karl allowed himself to feel a small flicker of hope. Layla and Jane weren't just surviving—they were evolving. And in a world where danger lurked around every corner, their strength was a beacon of reassurance.

    If trouble came knocking, Karl thought to himself, they wouldn't face it alone. Layla's strength, Jane's resilience, and his own careful planning might just be enough to keep them all alive.

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    The following week passed quietly, the frost-laden world outside maintaining its unforgiving grip. Yet, for Karl, Jane, and Layla, the days seemed less harsh. Inside their small shelter, they found solace in the routine they had built—a fragile semblance of normalcy amidst the chaos.

    Karl spent his mornings sorting through the contents of the Uncommon Storage, ensuring their supplies were in order. Jane kept busy by reinforcing their shelter, using scrap materials scavenged from nearby ruins. Layla, ever resourceful, had taken to hunting small animals, bringing back fresh food that supplemented Karl's canned goods.

    That morning, as the pale winter sunlight filtered through the boarded-up windows, Karl sat at the makeshift table, sketching a rough map of the surrounding area. Jane leaned against the wall, her hands idly flipping a dagger Karl had found in storage. Layla was crouched near the fireplace, expertly skinning a rabbit she'd caught earlier.

    "You know," Jane began, her tone light but laced with curiosity, "I've been thinking about this whole 'superhuman' thing we've got going on. It's like we're in some kind of dystopian comic book. Layla with her strength, me with my healing… and you, Karl, with your magical bottomless backpack. We're basically a team of misfits."

    Karl smirked but didn't look up from his map. "I don't think 'misfits' is the right word. Survivors, maybe."

    Layla glanced over her shoulder, her hands steady as she worked. "I like the sound of that. Survivors. It feels… empowering."

    Jane chuckled. "Sure, but what do we call ourselves? Every good team has a name, right? How about 'The Frozen Avengers'?"

    Karl groaned. "We're not naming ourselves, Jane."

    "Why not?" Jane teased, flipping the dagger one last time before tucking it into her belt. "It adds character. Besides, if we're going to survive this apocalypse, we might as well do it with some flair."

    "Flair won't keep us alive," Karl replied, finally setting down his pencil. He looked at the two women, his expression serious. "What will is sticking to the plan. We stay quiet, avoid drawing attention, and only take what we need."

    Layla nodded, her gaze meeting Karl's. "He's right. The fewer people who know about us, the safer we are."

    Jane sighed dramatically but didn't argue further. Instead, she pushed off the wall and grabbed her coat. "Fine, fine. I'll save my creative genius for another day. I'm heading out to check the perimeter. Maybe I'll find something useful."

    Karl stood, his eyes narrowing slightly. "Be careful. The last thing we need is to attract any unwanted attention."

    Jane saluted mockingly. "Yes, sir. I'll be back before you know it."

    As she slipped out the door, Karl turned to Layla. "You notice anything unusual lately? Anything that might explain what's happening to you and Jane?"

    Layla paused, her expression thoughtful. "Not really. It just… started. Like my body decided to adapt to all of this without telling me."

    Karl frowned, his mind racing. "It has to be connected to something. Maybe the environment, the food… or even the storage."

    Layla's eyes widened slightly. "The storage? You think it could be causing this?"

    Karl hesitated, then nodded slowly. "It's a possibility. Whatever's powering it isn't normal. Maybe it's affecting more than just the items I pull out."

    Layla looked uneasy. "Should we stop using it, then?"

    Karl shook his head. "Not yet. It's keeping us alive. But we need to be careful. If this is some kind of side effect, we need to figure out what it means—before it gets out of hand."

    Layla nodded, her expression resolute. "Okay. I'll keep an eye on myself and Jane. If anything changes, you'll be the first to know."

    "Good," Karl said, his voice firm. "Because if something goes wrong, I need to be ready to deal with it."

    They spent the rest of the day reinforcing their shelter and cataloging supplies. Jane returned a few hours later with a bundle of firewood and a smug grin. "Found a stash someone left behind. Whoever it was, they must've been in a hurry, because they didn't even try to hide it."

    "Or they're planning to come back for it," Karl said, his tone cautious. "We need to be ready in case someone starts looking for it."

    Jane shrugged. "Let them come. Between Layla's strength, my healing, and your brain, we can handle anything."

    Karl didn't respond immediately, his mind still turning over the possibilities. The thought of a confrontation—of putting Jane and Layla's newfound abilities to the test—unnerved him. But he couldn't deny the small part of him that felt reassured by their presence. They were stronger now, more capable. Maybe, just maybe, they had a chance to survive this frozen hell.

    That night, as they huddled around the fireplace, the three of them shared a quiet moment of camaraderie. The world outside was as cold and unforgiving as ever, but within their small sanctuary, there was warmth. There was hope.

    For now, that was enough.

    That night, the atmosphere in the apartment shifted, becoming unnervingly tense. Karl sat by the covered window, using the dim light from the dwindling fire in the hearth to review his hand-drawn map. Jane and Layla were across the room, their quiet conversation punctuated by occasional laughter, a rare moment of levity in their otherwise bleak reality.

    Suddenly, the faint hum of the electricity that powered the few remaining lights in the building stopped. The room was plunged into a deeper darkness, the firelight now the only source of illumination. The silence that followed was thick and suffocating, broken only by the soft crackle of burning wood.

    "What just happened?" Jane asked, her voice sharp as she instinctively reached for the dagger she always kept at her side.

    Karl stood up, his movements cautious. "Power's out. Could be nothing... or it could mean trouble."

    Layla looked around nervously, clutching the edges of her coat tighter. "The entire building? Or just us?"

    Karl walked to the door, pressing his ear against it. The hallway outside was eerily quiet, void of the usual faint sounds of other survivors moving about. He stepped back, his expression grim. "Doesn't matter. Either way, we need to stay alert."

    The fire in the hearth flickered weakly, casting long, distorted shadows across the walls. Jane frowned, her usual bravado replaced by unease. "It's too quiet. I don't like this."

    Karl nodded. "I don't either. Check the windows, make sure they're sealed tight. Layla, stay near the fire. We can't let it go out."

    As Jane moved to the nearest window, she stopped abruptly. "Karl," she called out, her voice low but tense. "Something's outside."

    Karl rushed to her side, carefully peeling back the edge of the fabric covering the glass. The world beyond was a frozen wasteland, but something about the way the darkness loomed felt unnatural, almost alive. In the faint moonlight, he could just make out a figure standing motionless in the street below.

    It didn't move, didn't seem affected by the bone-chilling wind or the snow piling around it. It simply stood there, staring up at the building.

    Layla's voice broke the tense silence. "What is it? What do you see?"

    "Someone," Karl said, his voice barely above a whisper. "Or something."

    Jane leaned closer, her breath fogging the glass. "That's not normal. No one would just stand out there in this cold."

    Karl nodded, his mind racing. "We need to stay quiet. If it's human, they might just move on. If it's not… we don't want to draw its attention."

    Layla shivered, despite the fire's warmth. "What if they know we're here?"

    "They don't," Karl said firmly, though he wasn't sure if he believed his own words. "But we can't take any chances. Jane, keep an eye on the window. Layla, help me reinforce the door."

    The three of them moved quickly but silently, their unease growing with each passing minute. Karl dragged a heavy shelf in front of the door while Layla wedged furniture against it to create a makeshift barricade. Jane kept her gaze fixed on the figure below, her hand gripping her dagger tightly.

    Minutes turned into an hour, and the figure outside didn't budge. The fire began to dwindle, its light and warmth fading. Karl added the last of their firewood, but it wouldn't last much longer.

    "Still there," Jane whispered, her voice barely audible. "It's like it's waiting."

    "For what?" Layla asked, her voice trembling.

    Karl shook his head, his jaw tightening. "I don't know. But we're not going to find out."

    The air in the room seemed to grow colder, the oppressive silence almost deafening. The shadows cast by the firelight seemed to stretch and twist unnaturally, and for the first time, Karl felt truly powerless.

    Then came the sound—a faint, almost imperceptible scratching at the door. It was slow, deliberate, as if whatever was on the other side was testing their defenses.

    Layla gasped, clutching Karl's arm. "It's here."

    Jane moved closer to the door, her dagger drawn. "Whatever it is, it's not getting in. Not without a fight."

    "Stay back," Karl ordered, his voice low but commanding. He reached into the Uncommon Storage, pulling out a sturdy crowbar. "We don't know what we're dealing with."

    The scratching grew louder, more insistent. And then, it stopped.

    The silence that followed was even more unnerving than the noise. The three of them stood frozen, their breaths shallow and ragged, straining to hear anything that might indicate the figure's next move.

    A sudden, loud bang against the door made them all jump. The sound reverberated through the room, shaking the barricade but not breaking it. Karl tightened his grip on the crowbar, his heart pounding in his chest.

    "We can't stay here," Layla whispered, her voice barely audible. "What if it gets in?"

    "We don't have a choice," Karl replied, his eyes fixed on the door. "If we run, we're vulnerable. Here, at least, we have some protection."

    Another bang, louder this time, followed by a low, guttural sound that sent chills down their spines. Whatever was outside wasn't human—or if it had been, it wasn't anymore.

    Karl took a deep breath, steadying himself. "We hold the line. No matter what happens, we stick together."

    Jane smirked despite the tension. "You're not getting rid of me that easily, boss."

    Layla nodded, her fear giving way to determination. "We'll make it through this. We have to."

    As the next bang echoed through the room, Karl braced himself, his knuckles white around the crowbar. Whatever was coming, they would face it together.

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    A week later, everything remained peaceful. The frostbitten world outside continued its relentless grip, but inside their small shelter, Karl, Jane, and Layla found solace in the routine they had built. There were no more strange noises at night, no knocks at the door, and no figures lurking in the shadows.

    Karl spent his days ensuring their supplies were well-organized. Jane focused on reinforcing their shelter using materials scavenged from nearby ruins. Layla, ever resourceful, kept hunting small animals, providing fresh food to supplement their stored supplies.

    One morning, as the pale winter sunlight seeped through the boarded-up windows, Karl sat at the table, updating his map of the area. Jane sharpened her dagger absentmindedly, while Layla tended to the fire.

    "Do you think they're gone?" Jane finally asked, breaking the silence.

    Karl looked up from his map, his expression calm. "Seems like it. We haven't heard or seen anything unusual for days."

    Layla nodded. "It's strange. It's like they just disappeared."

    "Maybe they got bored," Jane said with a smirk, twirling her dagger. "Or realized they couldn't mess with us."

    Karl leaned back in his chair, thoughtful. "Whatever the reason, we can't let our guard down. Peace doesn't mean safety."

    Jane rolled her eyes but didn't argue. Layla added another log to the fire, the crackling flames filling the room with a comforting warmth.

    For now, their world was quiet, almost tranquil. And for the first time in weeks, they allowed themselves to breathe a little easier. The threats they had faced seemed like distant memories, and within the fragile walls of their sanctuary, they felt a small glimmer of hope.

    Just as the peaceful morning settled, a sudden knock at the door startled the trio. Karl exchanged a wary glance with Jane and Layla before standing up cautiously, gripping the crowbar he kept nearby. He approached the door and called out, "Who is it?"

    "It's me, Julia," a familiar voice answered from the other side, muffled but unmistakable. "We need to talk. There's a meeting in the lobby. It's urgent."

    Karl sighed, his shoulders relaxing slightly. He opened the door to find Julia standing there, bundled tightly in a worn coat, her face pale and tense.

    "What's going on?" Karl asked, his voice steady but curious.

    Julia hesitated, glancing over her shoulder before whispering, "We're running out of food. Everyone is. The others want to discuss what to do next. You need to come."

    Karl frowned, a knot forming in his chest. He could feel Jane's and Layla's curious stares from behind him. After a moment of deliberation, he nodded. "Give me a minute. I'll be right down."

    As Julia walked off, Karl closed the door and turned to the others. "Stay here," he said firmly. "I'll handle this."

    "You sure?" Jane asked, raising an eyebrow. "Doesn't sound like the kind of thing you can just 'handle.'"

    "I don't have a choice," Karl replied. "But I can't let anyone figure out what we have, either. If they find out about the Uncommon Storage… it'll be chaos."

    Layla nodded, concern etched on her face. "Be careful, Karl."

    He gave them both a reassuring nod before grabbing his coat and heading downstairs. The lobby was dimly lit, the air heavy with tension. A small group of survivors had gathered, their faces gaunt and desperate. Julia stood near the center, speaking in hushed tones with an older man Karl recognized as Greg, one of the self-appointed leaders of the building.

    As Karl entered, all eyes turned to him. Julia waved him over. "Karl, glad you're here," she said, her tone strained. "We're in a crisis. The food supplies we've been pooling are almost gone. People are starting to panic."

    Greg stepped forward, his expression grim. "We need a solution. Fast. Otherwise, we're looking at fights breaking out—or worse."

    Karl folded his arms, keeping his face neutral. "What do you expect me to do about it?"

    Greg sighed heavily. "We've been rationing as much as we can, but it's not enough. Some people are suggesting we start searching the nearby buildings again, but we all know how dangerous that is. Others think we should… redistribute what we have left."

    Karl's stomach tightened. He knew exactly what that meant. They'd start looking at the people who hadn't contributed much—or who seemed to be doing suspiciously well.

    "What if there's nothing left to find out there?" Karl asked carefully, keeping his voice steady. "Risking people's lives on the off chance we find a few cans of food doesn't seem like a great plan."

    Greg shrugged. "Then we're out of options. Unless, of course, someone here has something to offer."

    Karl felt the weight of every gaze in the room. He could almost hear their thoughts, their suspicions. After all, Karl, Jane, and Layla hadn't shown much sign of struggling. They looked healthier than most, more composed. It wouldn't take much for someone to start asking questions.

    Julia glanced at Karl, her eyes searching his face for any sign of a solution. "Karl… do you have anything? Anything at all that could help?"

    His mind raced. The Uncommon Storage was filled with supplies, more than enough to help everyone here. But if he revealed it, it wouldn't just be about sharing. They'd want to know where it all came from, and once they found out, he'd lose everything. He could already picture the chaos—the fights, the accusations, the demands.

    "I wish I did," Karl finally said, forcing a regretful tone. "But we've barely been getting by ourselves. I'm sorry."

    Julia's shoulders slumped, disappointment flashing across her face. Greg frowned, muttering something under his breath.

    "Well, we'll have to figure something out," Greg said finally, his voice hard. "But if anyone's holding out, they'd better speak up now. We're all in this together, like it or not."

    The tension in the room was palpable, but Karl held his ground, his expression unreadable. He stayed quiet as the discussion dragged on, people arguing over plans that all seemed doomed to fail. Eventually, Julia gave him a tired smile and muttered, "Thanks for coming, Karl. I just… I hoped you might have an idea."

    Karl nodded silently and left, his mind heavy with guilt. As he ascended the stairs back to his shelter, he clenched his fists. He hated lying, but he couldn't risk exposing the Uncommon Storage. Not yet. The peace they had found might have been fragile, but it was the only thing keeping them alive.

    When he returned, Jane and Layla were waiting. "Well?" Jane asked.

    Karl shook his head. "It's bad. They're desperate."

    "Did you tell them about the storage?" Layla asked, her voice soft but serious.

    "No," Karl said firmly. "I couldn't. If they find out, we lose everything. They'd tear us apart."

    Jane sighed, leaning back against the wall. "So what do we do now?"

    Karl's jaw tightened. "We stay quiet. We stick to the plan. And we survive."

    Back in the safety of their shelter, Karl took off his coat and slumped into the chair by the fire. Jane and Layla were already seated, a sense of unease lingering in the air after his recount of the situation in the lobby.

    "Well," Jane said, breaking the silence, "since no one's breaking down our door yet, I say we take advantage of this quiet. No point stressing over something we can't control right now."

    Layla nodded, though she still looked uneasy. "I guess you're right. Worrying won't fix anything. Besides, we've done everything we can to stay prepared."

    Karl leaned back in his chair, rubbing his temples. "Exactly. If we start panicking, we'll make mistakes. We've got enough supplies for now. Let's just take it one day at a time."

    Jane smirked, grabbing the deck of cards they'd found in the Uncommon Storage a few days ago. "In that case, let's play. I'm getting pretty good at this, and I feel like I'm owed a victory."

    Layla grinned, scooting closer to the table. "Only because you keep cheating. Don't think I didn't see you hiding cards last time."

    "Excuse me?" Jane gasped in mock offense. "I would never cheat! I'm just naturally skilled."

    Karl chuckled, shaking his head. "Naturally skilled at bending the rules, maybe. Fine, deal me in. Let's see how good you really are."

    As Jane shuffled the cards, Layla leaned toward the fire, feeding it another log. The warm glow illuminated the room, chasing away the lingering chill and making the space feel almost cozy. For a moment, it was easy to forget the frozen wasteland outside and the desperate survivors in the building below.

    The game began, filled with laughter and playful accusations of cheating. Jane, true to form, found ways to stretch the rules without outright breaking them, while Layla made a point of catching her every time. Karl played it safe, keeping his focus on the cards and letting the two women bicker good-naturedly.

    When Layla finally won the first round, she threw her hands up in triumph. "Yes! I knew I could beat you, Jane. Maybe if you spent less time scheming, you'd actually stand a chance."

    Jane rolled her eyes, gathering the cards for the next round. "Whatever. Beginner's luck."

    Karl smiled, the tension in his shoulders easing. Moments like these reminded him why they fought so hard to survive. It wasn't just about staying alive—it was about finding small joys in the midst of chaos.

    As the night wore on, the card games turned into storytelling, each of them sharing memories from before the world froze over. Jane talked about her time working as a bartender, her wild stories of unruly customers and late-night adventures bringing smiles to everyone's faces. Layla shared snippets of her childhood, her tales filled with warmth and a longing for simpler times.

    Karl, hesitant at first, eventually opened up as well. He spoke about his life before the apocalypse, the mundane routine of his job, and the way he'd always dreamed of doing something more meaningful. "I never thought surviving the end of the world would be my chance to do that," he admitted with a wry smile.

    Jane leaned back, her expression thoughtful. "Well, for what it's worth, I think you're doing pretty damn well. Keeping us alive isn't exactly small potatoes."

    Layla nodded in agreement. "Yeah. We wouldn't be here without you, Karl."

    He looked at them, surprised but grateful. "Thanks. But it's not just me. We're a team. We've made it this far together, and we'll keep going together."

    The mood lightened after that, the three of them basking in the warmth of the fire and the camaraderie they'd built. Outside, the frozen world remained as hostile as ever, but inside their small haven, they found a rare and precious sense of peace.

    By the time they finally turned in for the night, the unease from earlier had all but faded. For now, at least, they could rest easy, knowing they had each other—and that was enough.

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    The next morning came quietly, the stillness outside broken only by the soft crackling of the fire and the distant sound of snow creaking under its own weight. Inside the shelter, the warmth of their routine brought a sense of normalcy, even as the frostbitten world outside remained relentless.

    Karl woke early, as he always did, his internal clock refusing to let him sleep in. He stretched, his back aching slightly from another night on their makeshift mattress. The soft breathing of Jane and Layla filled the room, a comforting reminder that they were safe—at least for now.

    He glanced at the small table where they'd left the deck of cards from the night before. A faint smile tugged at his lips as he remembered Layla's triumphant grin and Jane's exaggerated protests of cheating. For a brief moment, they had all forgotten the harshness of their reality.

    As the others began to stir, Karl quietly prepared breakfast. From their stash in the Uncommon Storage, he pulled out a few items—powdered milk, some dried fruit, and a small bag of oats. It wasn't much, but it was enough to keep them going. He worked silently, careful not to disturb the fragile peace of the morning.

    Jane was the first to join him, her hair tousled and her eyes still half-closed. "Morning," she mumbled, sinking into one of the chairs at the table.

    "Morning," Karl replied, setting a steaming cup of tea in front of her. "How'd you sleep?"

    "Like a rock," she said with a yawn. "That card game must've worn me out. Or maybe it was Layla's endless gloating."

    Layla, who had just emerged from her corner of the room, smirked as she tied her hair back. "Hey, I earned the right to gloat. You're just mad because I finally beat you."

    "Once," Jane shot back, though there was no real malice in her tone. "Don't get used to it."

    Karl chuckled, placing bowls of warm oatmeal on the table. "Eat up. We've got another quiet day ahead, and I'd rather not spend it refereeing you two."

    The three of them ate in companionable silence, the clinking of spoons against bowls the only sound. The food was plain but filling, and the warmth of it spread through their bodies like a small blessing.

    After breakfast, they fell into their usual routine. Jane inspected their weapons, sharpening her dagger and checking their makeshift traps. Layla ventured out into the nearby woods to check the snares she'd set the day before, her keen eyes scanning the snow-covered landscape for any sign of movement. Karl focused on their supplies, making a mental inventory of what they had and what they might need in the coming weeks.

    Despite the tension in the apartment building and the looming threat of starvation among the other survivors, their small group remained calm. The Uncommon Storage was their secret weapon, a lifeline that allowed them to stay one step ahead. But Karl knew that their luck wouldn't last forever. Sooner or later, they'd have to face the growing desperation of their neighbors.

    By midday, Layla returned with a pair of rabbits, their soft fur already frozen from the cold. She handed them to Jane, who expertly skinned and cleaned them while Karl prepared a stew. The rich aroma filled the shelter, a stark contrast to the meager rations most of the building's residents were surviving on.

    As they sat down to eat, Karl glanced at the two women who had become his family in this desolate world. Jane, with her sharp wit and unshakable determination, and Layla, whose resourcefulness and optimism kept them grounded. Together, they had built something rare: a life worth fighting for.

    The conversation over dinner was light, filled with jokes and stories from their pasts. For a moment, the frost-covered windows and the harsh reality beyond them seemed distant, like a nightmare they had all finally woken from.

    But as the fire burned low and the shadows lengthened, Karl couldn't shake the nagging feeling in the back of his mind. The peace they had found was fragile, and the world outside wouldn't stay quiet forever.

    That evening, the comforting aroma of freshly cooked rabbit stew filled their small shelter. The fire crackled softly in the corner, casting a warm, golden glow across the room. Outside, the icy wind howled, rattling the boarded-up windows, but inside, it was cozy and calm.

    Karl stirred the pot one last time before ladling the steaming stew into three mismatched bowls. The rich scent of the herbs and tender meat mixed with the earthy undertone of root vegetables made the humble meal feel almost luxurious. He set the bowls on the table, where Jane and Layla were already waiting.

    "This smells amazing," Jane said, leaning forward to inhale the aroma. "You've really outdone yourself, Karl."

    Layla grinned, grabbing a spoon. "Yeah, if this keeps up, we're going to start calling you 'Chef Karl.'"

    Karl chuckled, sitting down and taking his own bowl. "Don't get too used to it. We're only as good as what we can find. But for tonight, let's enjoy it."

    They ate slowly, savoring each bite. The stew was hot and hearty, warming them from the inside out. Layla let out a satisfied sigh after her first spoonful. "I forgot how good real food could taste."

    Jane nodded in agreement, her usual sharp demeanor softening as she relaxed. "It's been a while since we had something like this. Honestly, it makes everything else feel… bearable."

    Karl glanced at the two of them, a small smile forming on his face. These moments—simple, quiet, and shared—were what kept him going. Despite the chaos outside, despite the danger and the endless uncertainty, nights like this reminded him why they kept fighting.

    As they ate, the conversation turned light. Layla recounted one of her childhood memories, a story about a pet rabbit she'd once had and how it had stolen a loaf of bread off the counter. Jane burst into laughter when Layla mimicked the rabbit's guilty face.

    "Poor rabbit," Jane said, still chuckling. "Did it get away with it?"

    Layla shook her head, smiling. "Nope. My mom caught it red-handed—or red-pawed, I guess—and scolded it like it was a kid. But she gave it a carrot afterward, so I think it was a win for the rabbit."

    Karl listened, his smile widening as the warmth in the room grew. He couldn't remember the last time they had laughed so freely. It was as if, for one evening, the weight of survival had lifted, allowing them to just be.

    When the bowls were empty, Jane leaned back with a contented sigh. "Okay, I'll admit it—this might've been the best meal I've had in… well, years."

    "I second that," Layla said, pushing her bowl aside. "Thanks, Karl."

    Karl waved them off, standing to collect the dishes. "Don't thank me. Thank Layla for catching the rabbits and Jane for cleaning them. It's a team effort."

    Jane smirked. "Still, you're the one who made it taste this good."

    As Karl washed the bowls in a small basin of water they'd melted from snow earlier, Jane and Layla settled by the fire. Layla poked at the flames with a metal rod, while Jane leaned back with her arms behind her head, her eyes half-closed.

    The quiet crackling of the fire filled the room, lulling them into a state of peaceful calm. Layla eventually broke the silence. "You think we'll ever have nights like this… outside of all this? You know, normal nights, where we're not just surviving but actually living?"

    Jane opened one eye, her expression thoughtful. "Maybe. But I don't think 'normal' exists anymore. Whatever comes next, it won't be what we had before."

    Karl, finishing with the dishes, joined them by the fire. He sat down and stared into the flickering flames, his expression unreadable. "Maybe it won't be the same, but we'll figure it out. As long as we have nights like this, there's hope."

    Layla smiled softly. "Hope's good enough for me."

    They sat there together, letting the fire's warmth wash over them. Outside, the wind howled, and the frostbitten world remained as cold and unrelenting as ever. But inside their little sanctuary, the bond they shared felt unbreakable. For tonight, they had each other, a warm meal, and the quiet comfort of knowing they weren't alone. It was enough.

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    The evening's peace shattered with a sudden, sharp knock at the door. It wasn't a casual, neighborly tap—it was demanding, impatient, and slightly unnerving. Karl froze mid-motion, his hand still holding the metal rod he'd been using to stoke the fire. Layla and Jane exchanged quick, uneasy glances, their relaxed postures stiffening instantly.

    The three of them moved in sync, their silence instinctive. Jane reached for the knife she always kept nearby, her fingers tightening around its hilt. Layla, on the other hand, shifted closer to Karl, her expression questioning but cautious.

    Another knock. Louder this time. Followed by an irritated voice.

    "I know you're in there, Karl," came a woman's sharp tone from the other side. "Open the door."

    Karl's stomach sank. He recognized that voice. Evelyn. The self-righteous, sharp-tongued widow from down the hall. In another timeline—a timeline he had erased with the app—she had been one of the many people he'd manipulated, someone whose boundaries he'd crossed with an arrogance born of power. In this timeline, however, Evelyn was just a cynical neighbor, though her disdain for him seemed almost instinctual.

    With a resigned sigh, Karl rose and approached the door, motioning for Jane and Layla to stay back. He glanced through the peephole, confirming it was indeed Evelyn, wrapped in a heavy coat with a scarf loosely draped around her neck. Her expression was as severe as ever, her lips pressed into a thin line, her piercing eyes scanning the door as though willing it to open.

    Karl unlocked the door but left the chain on, cracking it open just enough to meet her glare. "Evelyn," he said, feigning surprise. "What brings you here?"

    Evelyn's eyes narrowed, and her tone was cold, edged with suspicion. "Don't play dumb, Karl. People in the building are starving, and yet, somehow, you and your little… entourage seem perfectly fine. Better than fine, actually." Her gaze flickered past him, trying to catch a glimpse inside. "I'm not stupid. You're hoarding supplies, aren't you?"

    Karl kept his expression neutral, though his mind raced. "We're just resourceful," he replied evenly. "We plan ahead. It's not a crime to be prepared."

    Evelyn snorted, her eyes filled with disbelief. "Oh, please. People have seen the light from your fire at night. They've smelled the food. And now," she gestured with a sharp jerk of her chin toward the interior, "you've got two women here? Quite the cozy setup. Must be nice to live so comfortably while the rest of us scrape by on crumbs."

    Karl clenched his jaw, carefully choosing his next words. "We're doing the best we can, just like everyone else. If you've come here looking for handouts, Evelyn, you'll be disappointed."

    Evelyn smirked, a humorless expression that only deepened the lines on her face. "Handouts? No, Karl. I don't need your pity. But the building deserves answers. You can't just sit in here playing house while the rest of us suffer."

    Behind him, Jane shifted, her grip tightening on the knife as she moved closer to the door. Her presence was a silent warning, a reminder that they weren't defenseless. Evelyn's eyes flickered briefly to Jane before returning to Karl, her smirk fading into a look of disdain.

    "Right," Evelyn said, her voice dripping with sarcasm. "Because you're the noble type, aren't you? A regular Good Samaritan."

    Karl held her gaze, unflinching. "I'm just trying to survive. Same as you."

    For a moment, the hallway was silent, the tension thick and suffocating. Evelyn studied him, her expression unreadable, before finally stepping back. "Fine," she said, her voice colder than the wind outside. "Have it your way. But don't think for a second that people aren't watching. We'll find out the truth eventually."

    Without waiting for a response, she turned sharply on her heel and walked away, her boots clicking against the floor. Karl waited until her footsteps faded before closing the door, locking it tightly behind him.

    He exhaled, his shoulders slumping as the tension bled out of him. Turning back to Jane and Layla, he found them both watching him intently.

    "That was close," Jane said, her tone low but firm. "She's not going to let this go."

    "Let her watch," Karl replied, his voice steady despite the unease simmering beneath it. "As long as she doesn't find anything, there's nothing she can do."

    Layla frowned, her worry evident. "But what if she does? What if she stirs everyone else up? We can't fight off the entire building, Karl."

    Karl nodded, acknowledging her concern. "We won't let it get to that point. We'll lay low, stay careful, and if it comes to it…" His voice trailed off as he glanced toward the fire, the flickering flames casting long shadows on the walls. "We'll handle it."

    The room fell quiet again, the warmth from earlier replaced by an undercurrent of unease. Evelyn's visit was a reminder—a warning—that their fragile peace could shatter at any moment.

    Meanwhile, Evelyn returned to her own apartment, her face set in a scowl. She couldn't shake the feeling that Karl was hiding something. His calm demeanor, the warmth radiating from his door, the faint aroma of cooked food—all of it pointed to one thing: Karl knew more than he let on.

    As the evening wore on, Evelyn called a meeting in the cramped lobby of the apartment building. A handful of residents showed up, their faces drawn and tired from days of meager rations and freezing temperatures. The group was a mix of personalities—some eager to vent their frustrations, others skeptical of Evelyn's claims, and a few simply there for a distraction from their hunger and misery.

    Evelyn stood at the center, her voice sharp and commanding as she addressed the group. "Look, I know we're all struggling right now," she began, her arms crossed tightly over her chest. "But doesn't it seem strange to anyone else that Karl, of all people, seems to be doing just fine? No, more than fine."

    A murmur rippled through the group. Some nodded in agreement, while others exchanged uncertain glances.

    "Think about it," Evelyn pressed, her tone insistent. "We're rationing scraps, barely surviving, and yet that boy is sitting pretty with two women in his apartment and a steady supply of food. He's lighting fires, cooking meals. Where is it all coming from? How is he managing it?"

    "Maybe he just got lucky," muttered one of the older tenants, a wiry man named Greg. He adjusted the scarf around his neck and shrugged. "Kid's always been weird, but I don't see him as some mastermind."

    Evelyn shook her head, her frustration bubbling over. "Lucky? Lucky doesn't explain this. No one gets this lucky. He knew this was coming. He had to have known. Why else would he be so prepared?"

    "Prepared?" scoffed another neighbor, a heavyset woman named Marcy, who had been seated on a folding chair by the wall. "Karl? The same Karl who can't pay his rent on time? The same Karl who borrowed my toaster and never returned it? Come on, Evelyn, the kid's harmless. He's not some evil genius stockpiling food."

    "Yeah," chimed in another voice from the back, a younger man named Theo. "He's a slacker. Always has been. Half the time he looks like he rolled out of bed five minutes ago. You really think someone like that could predict an apocalypse?"

    Evelyn's lips tightened as the room erupted in a mix of laughter and dismissive comments. "That's exactly what he wants you to think!" she snapped, her voice rising above the din. "He plays the fool, but he's hiding something. I know it."

    "Even if he is hiding something," Greg said, his tone placating, "what do you suggest we do? Storm his apartment? Demand he share? If he does have supplies, he's not just going to hand them over because we ask nicely."

    Evelyn hesitated, her hands clenching into fists at her sides. "We can't just sit here and do nothing," she said after a moment. "If he's hoarding resources, then we're all suffering while he thrives. It's not fair."

    Marcy sighed, shaking her head. "Life's not fair, Evelyn. If Karl has a stash, good for him. Honestly, I'm more impressed he managed to pull it off than anything else."

    The group's collective interest in Evelyn's accusations began to wane, the weight of their exhaustion taking over. One by one, the neighbors started to drift away, muttering about wasted time and pointless speculation. Greg gave Evelyn a sympathetic pat on the shoulder before he, too, disappeared into the stairwell.

    Left standing alone in the dimly lit lobby, Evelyn's jaw tightened as anger and frustration warred within her. She wasn't crazy. She knew Karl was hiding something. She just needed proof.

    Her gaze flicked toward the hallway leading to Karl's apartment, her thoughts churning. If no one else would take this seriously, then she'd handle it herself.

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Jane exhaled slowly, watching Karl as he double-checked the locks on the door. The tension in the room was thick enough to cut with a knife. Layla remained close, her brows furrowed with worry.

    Jane broke the silence first.

    "We don't have much time." She sheathed her knife back into its hidden spot near the kitchen counter. "If Evelyn keeps pushing, it won't take long before the others get riled up. And once that happens..."

    Karl rubbed his temples. "Yeah, I know. The whole building will turn on us."

    Layla fidgeted, wrapping her arms around herself. "But why now? We've been careful. I mean, sure, they've probably smelled the food before, but no one's ever knocked on our door like this before."

    Jane leaned against the counter, tapping her fingers restlessly. "It's the silence, Karl. Think about it. Every other apartment is filled with people starving, arguing, scavenging. The whole place reeks of desperation. Except for here."

    Karl's stomach twisted. He knew she was right. While the rest of the apartment complex was in a state of slow decay, his unit remained untouched by the chaos. The warm glow of firelight at night, the occasional sound of cooking, the absence of distress—these things had become too noticeable.

    "They're going to come for us." Jane's voice was calm, but the underlying certainty in her tone made Layla shudder. "Maybe not tomorrow, maybe not even this week. But Evelyn planted the seed tonight. The others might not believe her yet, but hunger changes people. Eventually, they'll start knocking too."

    Karl sat down, his mind racing. He had planned for a lot of things. Supplies. Security. Escape routes. But an organized mob of desperate neighbors? That was a different beast entirely.

    The Neighbor's Suspicions Grow

    Meanwhile, back in Evelyn's apartment, she sat by the window, her fingers drumming impatiently against the wooden table. She stared at Karl's door, lips pursed in frustration.

    The others had dismissed her concerns tonight, but she knew she was onto something. Karl was hiding something.

    The flickering glow she saw under his door each night. The faint clinking of dishes. The smell of freshly cooked food that teased at her hunger. No one else in this building was doing that well.

    Evelyn pulled out a small notebook and began writing down a timeline of observations:

    Day 1: Smelled cooked meat, faint but distinct.

    Day 2: Saw flickering light under Karl's door late at night.

    Day 4: Layla and Jane moved in. Still no sign of distress from inside.

    Day 6: Karl still looks well-fed. Too well-fed.

    She had a plan forming. If she couldn't convince the neighbors with words, she'd prove it.

    That meant she needed to watch Karl even more closely. Catch him in the act.

    And if she couldn't do that?

    She'd make sure the others had no choice but to take action.

    Karl's Next Move

    Back inside Karl's apartment, he finally broke the tense silence. "We need to make adjustments."

    Layla perked up. "Like what?"

    "First, we cut back on the smell." Karl stood, pacing. "No more cooking strong-smelling foods. If we have to eat, we do it late at night and keep the portions small."

    Jane nodded. "What else?"

    "Noise discipline. No more unnecessary movement. No loud conversations near the door. We need to blend in."

    Layla bit her lip. "And if they knock again?"

    Karl exhaled. "We answer, but we don't let them in. Keep things vague. Make them think we're struggling too."

    Jane folded her arms. "That's not going to last forever. Eventually, they'll demand proof."

    Karl clenched his fists. "Then we'll have to be ready for that too."

    The three exchanged glances, knowing that "ready" might mean something much worse than just lying.

    The uneasy silence stretched between them. Outside, the cold night pressed against the thin apartment walls.

    And down the hall, Evelyn watched. Waiting. Planning.

    Karl had won tonight's battle.

    But the war for his survival?

    It was only just beginning.

    Late-Night Conversations

    The night stretched long and silent. The fire in the corner had dimmed to glowing embers, casting flickering shadows along the walls. Layla had fallen asleep on the couch, wrapped in a thin blanket, her soft breathing the only sound in the room.

    Karl sat at the small table, absentmindedly turning a knife between his fingers. Across from him, Jane leaned back in her chair, watching him with an unreadable expression. After a moment, she broke the silence.

    "Karl, are you really sure this is the apocalypse?" Her tone wasn't accusing—just curious, as if she was looking for clarity rather than challenging him.

    Karl didn't hesitate. "Yeah. This is just the first wave, though. The cosmic explosion we felt was only the beginning." He set the knife down, meeting her gaze. "The second explosion? No one knows when it'll hit. Could be months, could be years. But it's coming."

    Jane exhaled through her nose, nodding slightly. "Good to know."

    Karl raised a brow. "You don't believe it?"

    Jane smirked. "I believe it. Just wanted to make sure you weren't going crazy on me."

    Karl chuckled, shaking his head. "No, Jane. I'm still sane. For now."

    Jane stretched her arms above her head, her shirt riding up slightly before she settled back down. She tilted her head, watching him with amusement. "You know… if this really is the apocalypse, then you might just end up as the new Adam."

    Karl blinked. "The hell does that mean?"

    Jane grinned, tapping the table. "Think about it. Society collapses. People die. Who's left? You. Me. Layla. If we're lucky, a few others. But if this goes full 'end of the world' mode, then someone's gonna have to repopulate."

    Karl sighed. "You're joking."

    Jane smirked. "A little. But only a little."

    Before Karl could respond, a sleepy voice cut in.

    "If Karl is Adam… does that make me and Jane his two Eves?"

    Karl turned to see Layla shifting under her blanket, one eye open, an amused smirk on her lips.

    Jane burst out laughing. "Oh god, I didn't even think of that. Karl, looks like you're stuck with a young lady and curvy MILF to restart civilization."

    Layla rolled onto her side, propping herself up on one elbow. "Yep. Just you, me, and Jane, creating the next generation of apocalypse survivors. Not bad, huh?"

    Karl groaned, rubbing his face. "You two are ridiculous."

    Jane shrugged, grinning. "We're just stating facts, Karl. If humanity needs a fresh start, you might have to step up."

    Layla yawned, stretching lazily. "I hope the next Adam gets a better deal than you, though. Poor guy, stuck with two hot MILFs in the end times. Must be rough."

    Karl rolled his eyes. "Go to sleep, Layla."

    Layla giggled, curling back up under the blanket. "Whatever you say, Adam."

    Karl shot Jane a look, but she just winked at him before standing up. "You should get some sleep too. Tomorrow's gonna be interesting."

    Karl exhaled and leaned back in his chair, staring at the flickering fire. Yeah… tomorrow was definitely going to be interesting.

    The tension from earlier in the night had melted into something else entirely. The teasing glances, the low, sultry laughter—it all built up into an unspoken invitation. The dim firelight flickered across Jane's smirking lips and Layla's half-lidded eyes as they exchanged a knowing look.

    Karl swallowed, realizing exactly where this was going.

    Jane was the first to move, slipping onto his lap with effortless confidence. "Well, Adam," she purred, her fingers tracing the curve of his jaw. "If we're really starting over, shouldn't we make the most of it?"

    Layla, still stretched out on the couch, hummed in approval. "Mmm… might as well. Not like we have anything better to do tonight."

    Karl exhaled slowly as Jane leaned in, her lips brushing against his, slow and deliberate, her breath warm against his skin. Layla soon joined, sliding behind him, pressing herself against his back as she traced a teasing finger down his arm.

    The night became a blur of warmth, soft gasps, and the intimate rhythm of shared bodies. Their movements were slow at first, but soon, urgency took over—fueled by weeks of tension, by the thrill of survival, by the simple, undeniable need for human connection.

    Jane's sharp moans mixed with Layla's breathless laughter, the two women completely in sync with Karl, their hands and lips exploring freely, completely lost in the moment. The fire burned low in the background, but inside that room, it felt like an entirely different kind of heat had taken over.

    When it was over, they lay tangled together on the makeshift bed, limbs intertwined. Layla nestled against Karl's chest, her breathing steady, while Jane draped an arm over both of them, her fingers absentmindedly tracing lazy circles against Karl's skin.

    "Damn," Jane murmured, half-laughing, half-exhausted. "If the apocalypse is gonna be like this, I think I can handle it."

    Karl chuckled, pressing a lazy kiss against Layla's forehead. "You're ridiculous."

    Layla yawned, her voice drowsy. "Maybe. But at least we'll sleep well."

    And they did. The three of them drifted off together, wrapped in each other's warmth, the outside world and its looming threats momentarily forgotten.

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    Evelyn's Provocation

    The dim emergency lights flickered weakly in the hallway, casting long shadows against the peeling wallpaper. The air inside the apartment complex was thick with the scent of unwashed bodies, desperation, and the faintest traces of mildew. A few residents lingered in the corridor, their faces gaunt, their eyes sunken with hunger.

    Evelyn stood in the center of it all, her voice sharp as a blade.

    "We're all starving, and yet he walks around like nothing's wrong," she hissed, pointing toward Karl's apartment door. "Have you seen his face? Does he look like someone who's been skipping meals? No. He's hoarding food while the rest of us suffer."

    Some of the residents shifted uneasily, casting glances at one another. The idea had been whispered among them before, but no one had dared say it outright—until now.

    Julia, standing near the stairwell, frowned. "We don't know that, Evelyn," she said, arms crossed. "Maybe he just prepared better. Maybe he had supplies from before everything went to hell."

    Evelyn whirled on her, her eyes flashing with frustration. "Oh, of course you'd say that. You always play the moral high ground. But tell me, Julia, does your so-called morality fill your stomach at night?" Her lips curled into a sneer. "Does it stop the hunger pains?"

    Julia pursed her lips, her face tightening. "Breaking into someone's home isn't right. It's not our food, Evelyn."

    Evelyn scoffed. "And what's right? Sitting here waiting to die while Karl eats like a damn king?" Her voice rose, and the crowd stirred. "We've seen the signs. He's fine. No panic. No hunger. No desperation. That's not normal."

    A man from the group, Emmet, a once-stocky maintenance worker now reduced to skin and bone, muttered, "I did hear something the other night. Like pots clanking."

    "And I swear I smelled meat last week," a woman added, her voice hoarse. "Like something roasting."

    Evelyn seized the moment, her voice dripping with venom. "There you have it. We know he has food. We know he's keeping it all to himself." She stepped forward, locking eyes with the crowd. "So why are we still standing here, starving, while he feasts behind a locked door?"

    Julia clenched her fists. "You don't know that for sure. You're just—"

    "Just what? Paranoid?" Evelyn barked a humorless laugh. "Look at us, Julia! We're wasting away. Children are crying themselves to sleep because they haven't eaten in days! But sure, let's worry about being polite."

    The crowd murmured uneasily. Some of them looked away, unwilling to get involved. Others, though, nodded. Hunger had a way of making people listen to things they normally wouldn't.

    Evelyn pressed on, voice lower now, more insidious. "How much longer are we supposed to wait? Until we collapse in the hallways? Until we start turning on each other?" Her gaze swept across the group. "Karl owes us. He's part of this building, same as us. If he has food, he should share it. That's only fair, isn't it?"

    Emmet nodded grimly. "Fair's fair."

    "Exactly," Evelyn said, her voice like silk. "We're not thieves. We're just looking for what's rightfully ours. If he won't help us willingly… then maybe we should help ourselves."

    Julia took a step forward, her expression hard. "This isn't the way."

    Evelyn smirked. "Isn't it? Tell me, Julia. How much longer are you willing to suffer for principles? Because I'm done waiting."

    The crowd shifted. Some still hesitated, torn between fear and desperation. But Evelyn could see it in their eyes—doubt cracking, resolve forming.

    She had planted the seed.

    And soon, Karl's door wouldn't be enough to keep them out.

    A heavy, ominous pounding rattled Karl's door.

    Jane's eyes darted to Layla, who had already pressed herself against the nearest wall, her breath quick and shallow. The sound of muffled voices outside sent a shiver through both of them.

    "They're here," Jane murmured, tightening her grip on the knife she had stashed earlier.

    Layla swallowed hard. "What do we do? We can't fight them all."

    Karl sat calmly at the small wooden table, his fingers lightly tapping the surface. His expression was unreadable, but his eyes held a sharpness that Jane recognized.

    He wasn't afraid.

    He was thinking.

    "Relax," Karl said smoothly. "We're not going to fight anyone."

    Layla's voice shook. "But they're—"

    "I'm going to let them in."

    Both women turned to him in disbelief.

    "Are you insane?" Jane hissed. "They'll tear this place apart!"

    Karl met her glare with an unwavering calm. "Let them."

    Layla clutched her arms. "But they think you have food! What if they—?"

    "They won't find anything," Karl interrupted. "Because I made sure there's nothing to find."

    Jane stared at him, realization dawning. "You... you moved the supplies?"

    Karl smirked slightly. "Let's just say I had a feeling this would happen."

    The knocking turned into a more urgent banging.

    "We know you're in there, Karl!" Evelyn's voice rang through the door. "We're not leaving until you open up."

    Jane's jaw tightened. "This is a bad idea."

    Karl ignored her and stood. He walked toward the door at a casual pace, as if answering a friendly neighbor instead of an angry mob. With a deep breath, he unlatched the locks and pulled the door open.

    A dozen faces stared back at him—hollow, desperate, and expectant.

    Evelyn stood at the front, her arms crossed, a triumphant glint in her eyes. Emmet loomed behind her, and several other residents hovered anxiously, shifting their weight from foot to foot.

    "About time," Evelyn said, stepping forward. "We need to talk."

    Karl leaned against the doorframe, tilting his head slightly. "I figured."

    A flicker of surprise crossed Evelyn's face at his nonchalant response, but she recovered quickly. "No point in pretending, Karl. We know you've got food in here. We've smelled it. We've heard it."

    Murmurs of agreement rippled through the crowd.

    Karl shrugged. "Smelled what? Heard what?"

    Evelyn's eyes narrowed. "Don't play dumb. We know you're hoarding."

    Karl sighed dramatically and stepped aside. "Then by all means… look for yourself."

    The crowd hesitated.

    Evelyn's brow furrowed. She hadn't expected him to be this cooperative.

    "Fine," she snapped. "Don't mind if we do."

    She pushed past Karl, leading the others inside. They spread out quickly, rifling through cabinets, pulling open drawers, shoving furniture aside.

    Layla stood stiffly near the window, her nails digging into her palms. Jane stayed close to her, knife hidden but ready.

    Karl, meanwhile, simply leaned against the wall, watching with mild amusement.

    Evelyn tore open the fridge and scowled.

    There was barely anything inside.

    A few nearly empty cans. A couple of shriveled vegetables. Half a loaf of stale bread. A nearly empty bag of rice sat on the counter, next to a single, unopened can of beans.

    Emmet pulled open the lower cabinets. "Nothing but dust here."

    Another man checked under the sink, as if expecting some hidden stash. "Nothing."

    A woman yanked open a closet. "Clothes and blankets."

    A few people exchanged uncertain glances.

    Evelyn spun around, frustration flashing in her eyes. "This… this isn't right. There's no way this is all you have."

    Karl spread his arms. "See for yourself. I eat just like the rest of you. Barely enough to keep going."

    Emmet rubbed the back of his neck. "Maybe we were wrong…"

    Evelyn's head snapped toward him. "No, we weren't."

    She turned back to Karl, stepping closer, her voice lower, venomous. "You hid it, didn't you?"

    Karl smiled faintly. "If I had a stash, don't you think you would've found something?"

    Evelyn's jaw tightened. "This doesn't make sense."

    Karl let the silence stretch.

    The others, now visibly uncomfortable, started shifting toward the door.

    Emmet sighed. "I don't know, Evelyn. Maybe we jumped to conclusions."

    "We didn't!" Evelyn snapped, but her voice lacked its earlier confidence.

    Jane decided to twist the knife. "Or maybe, Evelyn, you just wanted to be right so badly that you convinced yourself of a lie."

    A few of the neighbors exchanged wary looks.

    Evelyn clenched her fists, her face dark with anger.

    She had come here to expose Karl. To humiliate him. To force him to share.

    Instead, she was the one looking foolish.

    Karl exhaled slowly and walked toward the door, holding it open.

    "You've seen everything," he said smoothly. "So unless you're planning to take the dust off my shelves, I think we're done here."

    The crowd hesitated.

    But one by one, they started leaving.

    Evelyn lingered, her teeth grinding together. Finally, with a final glare, she stomped past Karl, shoving his shoulder as she went.

    But before she left, she turned back.

    "This isn't over."

    Karl just smiled.

    "I'm counting on that."

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    Chapter 137: 137

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    One Week Later

    The apartment complex felt eerily quiet, except for the occasional groan of hunger and whispered conversations in the dead of night. The residents looked thinner, their faces pale, their eyes hollow. The little food they had left was rationed to the extreme—crackers split into quarters, canned goods stretched to last days, water measured to the last drop.

    Karl observed it all in silence. He had expected this.

    From his window, he could see the empty streets below, abandoned cars rusting under the sun. The outside world had become a graveyard. The power had flickered out two days ago, leaving them in darkness. Now, the only sources of light at night were candles and weak flashlights running on borrowed batteries.

    And the food situation was only getting worse.

    It was inevitable.

    Another meeting was called.

    Karl made his way downstairs, stepping into the dimly lit lobby where a group of residents had already gathered. The tension in the air was thick—people shifting uncomfortably, whispering among themselves. The hunger had made them restless, desperate.

    Evelyn stood at the center again, arms crossed, her sharp eyes scanning the room. She looked worse than before—thinner, more feral. But her confidence hadn't waned.

    Julia, standing near the back, had her arms wrapped around herself, her expression tight with unease.

    Emmet, the former maintenance worker, leaned against the wall with his arms folded. His body was thinner, but his posture was still solid.

    The whispers died down when an older man, Mr. Higgins, cleared his throat. His voice, though weak, carried authority.

    "We can't keep living like this," he said, his gaze sweeping over the crowd. "Our supplies are almost gone. If we don't act soon, we're going to starve."

    A murmur of agreement spread through the group.

    Evelyn, of course, seized the moment.

    "I've been saying this for days," she said, stepping forward. "We need food, and we need it now." She turned to the group. "We can't just sit here and wait to die. We need to do something."

    Emmet nodded. "But what can we do? The stores were raided weeks ago."

    "Not all of them," Evelyn countered. "There's still a convenience store a few blocks away. And the mall… it might still have something left."

    A silence followed.

    Everyone had considered it. But no one wanted to be the first to suggest it.

    Raiding the outside was dangerous. There were things out there. No one knew exactly what, but the few who had left and returned spoke in hushed voices about shadows moving unnaturally, about eyes watching from the alleys, about people disappearing without a trace.

    And some… never came back at all.

    Julia's voice was hesitant. "What if it's too dangerous?"

    "What's more dangerous?" Evelyn snapped. "Going outside, or staying here until we waste away?"

    A heavy pause.

    Then Karl spoke.

    "I'll go."

    All eyes turned to him.

    Evelyn's lips curled. "Oh? Feeling generous all of a sudden?"

    Karl ignored her. "Whether you like it or not, we need food. We can't keep sitting around waiting for things to change." He glanced around the room. "But if we do this, we do it right. We don't rush in like idiots. We scout first. We take only what we need. We don't attract attention."

    Emmet nodded slowly. "He's got a point. Running in blindly is suicide."

    Evelyn folded her arms. "Fine. But we need a team. We're not sending just one person."

    "I'll go with him," Emmet said.

    "I'll come too," another man, Curtis, spoke up. He was younger, in his late twenties, but he looked just as worn down as the rest.

    Evelyn smirked. "Guess I should tag along, too. Someone has to make sure you don't chicken out."

    Karl gave her an unreadable look. "Do what you want."

    Julia stepped forward, worry in her eyes. "This is a bad idea."

    "No," Karl corrected. "Doing nothing is a bad idea."

    The decision was made.

    Tomorrow, they would leave.

    And for the first time in days, the apartment felt less like a prison… and more like a battlefield waiting to happen.

    Karl's Apartment – The Conversation Before the Raid

    The apartment was dimly lit by a few flickering candles. With the power out, the air inside felt stale, heavy with the tension of unspoken words. Layla sat on the couch, arms wrapped around herself, while Jane paced near the small kitchen, her expression dark with frustration.

    Karl, as usual, was calm. Too calm. He sat at the table, fingers lazily tapping against the wooden surface, his gaze distant, lost in thought.

    Jane finally broke the silence.

    "You're actually going through with this?" she asked, her voice sharp.

    Karl didn't answer immediately. Instead, he reached into his pocket, pulled out a small knife, and idly flipped it between his fingers.

    Layla's voice was softer but no less urgent. "Karl… why? You don't need to do this. We know you don't need to do this."

    Karl looked at her, raising an eyebrow.

    "You have the Uncommon Storage," Jane continued, stepping closer. "You have enough supplies in there to last months—maybe even longer if you ration it properly. So why the hell are you putting yourself at risk?"

    Karl sighed, setting the knife down on the table with a soft clink.

    "And if I don't?" he asked, tilting his head slightly. "If I just sit here, safe and well-fed while everyone else wastes away? How long do you think it'll take before people start asking questions?"

    Jane clenched her fists. "They already did ask questions. A week ago. And you handled it. You made them look stupid."

    Karl gave a small smirk. "For now."

    Layla shifted uncomfortably. "You think they'll come back?"

    "They will come back," Karl said simply. "Evelyn isn't stupid. She may have lost the last round, but she's watching me. Watching us. If she gets even a hint that I have food hidden somewhere, she'll turn the whole damn building upside down until she finds it."

    Jane crossed her arms. "So what, you're going to risk your life just to keep up appearances?"

    Karl shrugged. "I don't have a choice."

    Layla bit her lip. "But what if you die out there?"

    Karl leaned back in his chair, exhaling slowly. "Then I guess I won't have to worry about storage space anymore."

    Jane swore under her breath. "This isn't a joke, Karl!"

    Karl's expression turned serious. "I know. But what other option do we have? If I keep avoiding these raids, people will start wondering why. If I never look as desperate as they do, they'll put the pieces together. If I say no now, Evelyn will use it against me. She'll say I must be hiding something. That I'm getting food from somewhere."

    He leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table. "And once people believe that? It's over. No more trust. No more hesitation. They'll tear this place apart until they find what they're looking for."

    Jane gritted her teeth. "So you're doing this to keep them thinking you're just like them."

    Karl nodded. "Exactly."

    Layla frowned, hesitating before speaking. "But what if something happens out there? What if you get hurt, or worse?"

    Karl smiled faintly. "Then you two will have to survive without me."

    Layla's face darkened. "That's not funny."

    "I'm not joking," Karl said, his tone even. "I'll be careful. I know what I'm doing."

    Jane let out a frustrated breath. "And if you actually find supplies out there? Are you going to share them?"

    Karl smirked. "Just enough to keep suspicions low. Nothing more."

    Layla rubbed her arms, clearly uneasy. "I still don't like this."

    "You don't have to like it," Karl said. "You just have to trust me."

    Jane exhaled sharply, pinching the bridge of her nose. "Fine. But if something goes wrong… don't expect us to sit here and do nothing."

    Karl chuckled. "Noted."

    Layla still looked worried, but she didn't argue anymore. The silence in the apartment grew heavier.

    They all knew—this wasn't just a food raid.

    It was a game of survival.

    And Karl was playing the long game.

    The freezing wind howled through the cracks of the apartment complex as Karl zipped up his thick black jacket. The hallway outside was filled with hushed murmurs, the tension thick enough to choke on. The plan had been decided, and now it was time to act.

    Karl glanced at his small, weathered backpack—empty for now, but soon to be filled with whatever they could salvage. He checked the straps, making sure they were tight. The knife he had been flipping earlier was now securely strapped to his belt, hidden under his jacket. It wasn't much, but in a world where food meant survival, it was better than nothing.

    Layla stood by the door, arms crossed, her lips pressed into a thin line. "You really have to do this?" she asked one last time.

    Karl didn't answer. He just gave her a small, knowing smile before shouldering his bag and stepping out.

    Jane leaned against the doorframe, arms folded. "If you don't come back, I'm eating your rations."

    Karl smirked. "Good luck finding them."

    She rolled her eyes, but he could see the worry behind her usual sarcasm.

    With a final nod, Karl shut the door behind him and made his way downstairs to the main lobby.

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦

  
  




  Chapter 138: Lonely Curtis
  

  


  
    
    Chapter 138: Lonely Curtis

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    In the lobby, Karl saw Evelyn, Emmet, and Curtis already waiting, dressed in thick winter clothing to withstand the cold outside. Each of them carried an empty backpack, ready to be filled with whatever supplies they could find. Behind them, parked near the entrance, was a snowmobile—but it looked far from ordinary. The vehicle had been modified with additional metal plating on the sides and a reinforced steel frame, seemingly designed for extra protection.

    Karl raised an eyebrow as he approached the vehicle. "Since when do we have a snowmobile?"

    Emmet patted the hood of the machine with a hint of pride. "I modified it myself."

    Karl stepped closer, inspecting it carefully. The engine looked sturdier than a regular snowmobile, with reinforced shock absorbers beneath. The wheels had been replaced with wider tracks, making it better suited for navigating through deep snow and ice.

    "You know how to modify vehicles?" Karl asked, still skeptical.

    Emmet smirked. "Used to be a mechanic before all this happened. Figured we'd need something more reliable than our own feet if we want to make it to the supermarket and back in one piece."

    Evelyn crossed her arms. "Are we done questioning his skills? We need to move before it gets too late."

    Karl gave a small nod. "Fine. Let's go."

    With that, they climbed onto the snowmobile, Emmet taking the driver's seat. The engine roared to life, breaking the eerie silence of the ruined city. As they took off, the icy wind lashed against their faces, and the world around them blurred into a frozen wasteland of abandoned buildings and buried streets.

    ---

    Arriving at the Supermarket

    The journey took longer than expected. The city had become an unforgiving labyrinth, with wrecked cars, collapsed buildings, and thick snow blocking many of the roads. They had to take detours, weaving through narrow alleys and frozen streets, all while keeping an eye out for anything—or anyone—that might be lurking in the shadows.

    When they finally reached the supermarket, the place looked eerily untouched. The glass doors were still intact, though frosted over. There were no signs of forced entry—no shattered windows, no broken locks.

    Curtis frowned. "This is weird... You'd think people would've raided this place first."

    Karl narrowed his eyes. "Maybe no one made it this far."

    Evelyn scoffed. "Or maybe something stopped them."

    A heavy silence followed her words. No one wanted to acknowledge what she was implying.

    Emmet killed the engine, and they dismounted. The supermarket loomed before them, silent and waiting.

    "Alright," Karl said, adjusting the knife at his belt. "Stay sharp. We get in, grab what we can, and get out. No unnecessary risks."

    The others nodded, and together, they stepped forward into the unknown.

    Karl slowly exhaled, his muscles relaxing as the tension in his body eased. From behind the pharmacy counter, a dog emerged—a skinny, shivering mutt with matted fur and cautious eyes. The animal must have been trapped inside for days, maybe even weeks.

    "Shit," Curtis muttered, lowering the metal pipe he had raised. "Thought we were about to get jumped."

    Karl sighed, sliding his knife back into its sheath. "Same."

    The dog whined, stepping forward hesitantly, sniffing the air.

    "Guess we're not the only ones starving," Curtis said, crouching slightly. He reached into his pocket, pulled out a small piece of jerky, and tossed it toward the mutt. The dog sniffed it before cautiously taking a bite.

    Karl turned back to the shelves, resuming the looting. "Let's move. We've wasted enough time."

    Curtis chuckled as he stuffed a bottle of antibiotics into his bag. "Damn, man. No wonder you get all the women—you're cold as hell."

    Karl frowned. "What?"

    Curtis leaned against the counter, grinning. "C'mon, don't play dumb. Everyone in the complex knows you're holed up with Jane and Layla. That's gotta be the dream in a situation like this."

    Karl sighed, already regretting acknowledging the conversation. "I'm not entertaining this."

    Curtis smirked. "Oh, I think you are." He tossed a bottle of painkillers into his bag. "So, tell me—are they, like, your women? Or just… casual survival buddies?"

    Karl kept his focus on the medicine shelf, pretending to ignore him.

    Curtis took that as a sign to push further. "Actually, now that I think about it… Layla's what? Early twenties? And Jane's gotta be pushing forty. Shit, dude… are they mother and daughter?"

    Karl paused.

    "No."

    Curtis groaned, shaking his head dramatically. "Damn, man, that's a letdown. That would've been peak forbidden survival romance right there. You're really wasting potential."

    Karl pinched the bridge of his nose, trying to suppress his irritation. He knew Curtis was younger—probably still in his mid-twenties—and he understood the type. The guy was just another horny survivor who needed a distraction from the nightmare they were living in.

    Still, this wasn't the time or place.

    Karl shot him a look. "You done?"

    Curtis shrugged. "I mean, unless you wanna give me details—"

    "We're leaving."

    Karl didn't wait for a response. He grabbed the last of the medical supplies and pushed past Curtis, heading for the exit.

    Curtis followed, still smirking. "Man, I wish I had what you had. You think Evelyn would be down if I—"

    Karl shot him a sharp glare.

    Curtis put his hands up in surrender. "Alright, alright. No need to get violent."

    The dog followed them out, silently padding behind them as they made their way back to the others.

    As they walked through the empty supermarket aisles, their backpacks now filled with medicine and supplies, Curtis let out a long sigh.

    "Man, I gotta be honest with you, Karl."

    Karl didn't respond immediately, just kept walking toward the front of the store. He already had a bad feeling about where this conversation was going.

    "I'm so damn lonely." Curtis groaned, rubbing his face. "I got no one, dude. No friends, no girls. Just me and my right hand."

    Karl stopped mid-step. "I did not need to hear that."

    "Nah, seriously, bro." Curtis continued like Karl hadn't said anything. "I just keep thinking, man. Ever since the world went to shit, all I've been doing is surviving, looting, and… you know." He made a vague jerking motion with his hand.

    Karl grimaced. "Jesus Christ."

    "Dude, what else am I supposed to do?" Curtis whined. "It's not like I got options. No girls wanna talk to me, no one really notices I exist, and the only social interaction I get is staring at Evelyn's ass from a distance before she threatens to kill me."

    Karl massaged his temple. "Sounds like a personal problem."

    "It is, bro!" Curtis sighed dramatically. "And it's not even just about the whole—uh, you know, lack of action. I just… don't have anyone to talk to."

    Karl side-eyed him. "You're talking to me right now."

    Curtis hesitated. "Yeah… but it's kinda awkward, right?"

    "You're the one making it awkward."

    Curtis groaned, kicking at a fallen can on the floor. "Dude, you don't get it. I've wanted to talk to you since I moved into the complex, but I always felt weird about it."

    Karl gave him a blank stare. "You felt weird about saying hello?"

    "Bro, you have this… vibe. Like, the 'I-don't-give-a-shit-about-anyone' vibe." Curtis rubbed the back of his neck. "I'd see you around, and I'd think, 'Man, I should introduce myself,' but then you'd just have this deadpan face like you were constantly two seconds away from stabbing someone."

    Karl exhaled slowly, feeling secondhand embarrassment creeping in. "This is probably the cringiest thing I've ever heard."

    "I know, right?" Curtis laughed nervously. "Like, here I am, surviving the apocalypse, and my biggest struggle is making friends. What the hell is wrong with me?"

    Karl didn't know whether to feel annoyed or sorry for him. The guy was younger, lonely, and clearly down bad. But at the same time… why the hell was he venting about this now?

    "Look," Karl said flatly. "You're overthinking this. You don't need to be nervous about talking to people. Just… don't be weird."

    Curtis snorted. "Too late for that."

    Karl shook his head and kept walking. "Let's just get back to the others before you confess something even worse."

    Curtis grinned. "What, like my hentai collection?"

    Karl stopped. Slowly turned his head.

    "Curtis."

    "Yeah?"

    "Shut the hell up."

    Curtis smirked, clearly enjoying how uncomfortable Karl was. "What, man? You judging me?"

    Karl sighed, rubbing his forehead as they kept walking through the supermarket aisles. Then, with a completely straight face, he said, "Nah. I'm just saying… my collection's better."

    Curtis stopped dead in his tracks. "…Huh?"

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    Chapter 139: Cultured Friend

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Karl kept walking.

    Curtis quickly caught up, eyes wide. "Wait, wait, wait. You serious?!"

    Karl smirked slightly but didn't answer.

    "Nah, bro, you gotta tell me," Curtis pressed, grinning. "What kinda stuff we talkin' here? Classic doujins? Monster girls? Some good ol' vanilla? Or are you into the crazy shit?"

    Karl chuckled, shaking his head. "Wouldn't you like to know?"

    Curtis put a hand on his chest dramatically. "I—Karl, I misjudged you. I thought you were this cold, heartless bastard, but you… you're cultured."

    Karl rolled his eyes. "I regret saying anything."

    "No, no, you don't get it!" Curtis grinned. "I thought I was the only one left! Everyone acts like they're too busy 'surviving' and 'fighting for their lives' to talk about the real important things!"

    Karl scoffed. "Oh yeah, hentai is top priority in the apocalypse."

    "Exactly!" Curtis nodded seriously. "It's about escapism, man. When the world's gone to shit, you gotta hold on to the things that make you happy."

    Karl gave him a look. "So you're telling me hentai makes you happy?"

    Curtis shrugged. "Keeps me sane."

    Karl couldn't help but laugh at that. It was stupid, but at least the guy was honest.

    "Fine," Karl finally said. "But if I ever catch you trying to 'hold on to happiness' near me, I'm throwing you into a snowdrift."

    Curtis snickered. "Noted. I'll keep it in the private archives."

    Karl shook his head, still smirking. "You really are hopeless."

    "And you're just mad I'd probably appreciate your collection more than you do."

    Karl elbowed him. "Shut up and keep looting."

    "Yes, sir!" Curtis saluted before shoving another bottle of painkillers into his bag.

    As they continued looting, Curtis suddenly stopped, looking at Karl with a sly grin.

    "Alright, now I gotta ask—what's your favorite genre?"

    Karl barely glanced at him, grabbing a box of antiseptic wipes and stuffing it into his bag. "Not answering that."

    "Oh, come on, man." Curtis whined. "You already admitted your collection is better. You can't leave me hanging now."

    Karl sighed. "If I answer, will you shut up and focus?"

    "Maybe." Curtis smirked. "Depends on the answer."

    Karl finally gave him a blank stare. Then, without hesitation, he said, "Netori."

    Curtis froze.

    His face slowly twisted into a mix of shock, disbelief, and admiration. "Hold up—what? Netori? Like, stealing other people's women Netori?"

    Karl smirked slightly. "Yeah."

    "Bro… what the actual hell," Curtis said, grinning like an idiot. "I knew you were cold, but damn. I was expecting some dark fantasy, maybe some monster girls, but you? You went straight for homewrecking mode!"**

    Karl shrugged. "It's entertaining."

    Curtis laughed, shaking his head. "This explains so much about you. No wonder you don't give a shit about people—you've been mentally training for the apocalypse with Netori."

    Karl chuckled. "Maybe."

    Curtis wiped an imaginary tear from his eye. "Man, I gotta respect it. You're out here living the fantasy—got a milf and a younger girl in your bunker, and now I find out you're into stealing women? Bro, you're built different."

    Karl rolled his eyes. "Don't start making comparisons."

    "Oh, no, I'm just saying—if Evelyn ever gets a boyfriend, I better keep an eye on you." Curtis waggled his eyebrows.

    Karl punched his arm. "Shut up and grab more supplies."

    Curtis laughed through the pain and went back to looting. "Man, this is the best conversation I've had in weeks."

    Karl just shook his head, smirking to himself.

    As they finished looting the pharmacy section and made their way back to the others, Karl found himself unexpectedly enjoying the conversation.

    It had been a long time since he had talked to someone like this—like a true cultured man.

    Most people in the apocalypse only talked about survival, food, or danger. But here was Curtis, casually discussing hentai genres and the art of Netori like it was just another part of life.

    Karl smirked slightly. "Alright, since we're already on this degeneracy train, I gotta ask—who's your favorite MILF in the apartment complex?"

    Curtis's face lit up instantly. "Oh, easy. Julia."

    Karl raised an eyebrow. "Huh. Good taste."

    Curtis groaned. "Dude, she's perfect. She's got that soft, caring vibe, you know? Like the kind of woman who'd cook for you, take care of you, and still look hot as hell doing it."

    Karl nodded. "Can't argue with that."

    But then Curtis's expression soured. "Only problem? Her husband."

    Karl chuckled. "Yeah, that guy's rough."

    "No, bro, he's worse than rough. He's literally a real-life Ugly Bastard trope." Curtis grumbled. "I mean, how the hell does a guy like that end up with a woman like Julia? It's a crime against humanity."

    Karl smirked, completely agreeing. "I thought the same thing. Every time I see them together, I get secondhand disgust."

    Curtis threw up his hands. "Right?! It's not fair, man. Julia should be with someone who appreciates her."

    Karl gave him a side glance. "You mean someone like you?"

    Curtis grinned shamelessly. "I mean, I wouldn't say no."

    Karl laughed, shaking his head.

    At that moment, something clicked between them—a true connection.

    A connection between two degenerates.

    Karl finally sighed. "Alright. I'll admit it. Julia's my favorite too."

    Curtis's eyes widened. "No way. You too?"

    Karl nodded. "If we're talking MILFs in the apartment, she's the top pick. Evelyn's hot, sure, but she's too much work. Julia? She's got that gentle, nurturing thing going on, but you just know she's holding back some kind of hidden desire."

    Curtis snapped his fingers. "Exactly! You just know she's got that secret freaky side!"

    Karl smirked. "A waste on Ugly Bastard."

    Curtis sighed dramatically. "We are men of culture, Karl. I'm glad I met you."

    Karl chuckled. "Same, Curtis. Same."

    For the first time since the world ended, Karl felt like he had a true bro.

    As Karl and Curtis made their way back to the front of the supermarket, their backpacks filled with medical supplies, they saw Evelyn and Emmet already waiting near the entrance. Their bags were stuffed with whatever food they could find—canned goods, dried pasta, bottled water, and even a few snacks that had somehow survived untouched.

    Evelyn was checking their haul, her sharp eyes scanning the supplies with a satisfied look. "Not bad. We got enough to last for a while."

    Emmet nodded. "Still can't believe this place was untouched. Feels too good to be true."

    Karl and Curtis dropped their bags near the pile of supplies they had gathered in the center of the store.

    "We got the medical stuff," Karl said simply.

    Evelyn glanced at their bags. "Good. Anything weird back there?"

    Karl exchanged a quick glance with Curtis, who grinned like an idiot, clearly still thinking about their earlier conversation.

    "Just a dog," Karl finally said. "Nothing else."

    Curtis snorted but managed to hold back his usual inappropriate comments.

    Evelyn raised an eyebrow. "A dog?"

    "Yeah, poor thing was stuck inside. Looks like it's been surviving off whatever scraps it could find."** Karl shrugged. "It followed us out, but it didn't seem aggressive."

    Emmet looked toward the front doors, where the thin, shivering mutt was cautiously waiting outside, watching them.

    "Damn," Emmet muttered. "Poor thing must be starving."

    Evelyn rolled her eyes. "Well, we don't have the luxury to take in strays. We barely have enough food for ourselves."

    Curtis scratched his chin, thinking. "I mean… it could be useful. Dogs can sense danger before we do. Might not be a bad idea to keep it around."

    Karl didn't say anything. He wasn't exactly an animal person, but he also wasn't against the idea. If nothing else, the dog had already survived this long—it had instincts they might need.

    Evelyn sighed. "We'll decide later. Right now, we need to get moving before it gets dark."

    Everyone nodded in agreement. The sky outside was already turning a dull gray, and the last thing they wanted was to be caught in the open at night.

    --

    They quickly secured their backpacks, adjusting the weight so they could move efficiently. Emmet started up the snowmobile, the engine roaring to life in the otherwise silent world.

    Curtis stretched his arms. "Man, we really hit the jackpot today. Feels weird having a win for once."

    Evelyn snorted. "Don't jinx it. We still have to get back in one piece."

    Karl double-checked his knife, making sure it was easily accessible. He had a bad feeling, but he wasn't sure if it was just paranoia or if something was actually watching them.

    "Let's go," he said, climbing onto the snowmobile.

    The others quickly followed. Emmet took the driver's seat, while Evelyn sat beside him, keeping her rifle ready. Karl and Curtis squeezed in behind them, holding onto their supplies.

    As they pulled away from the supermarket, the dog hesitated for a moment before suddenly darting after them, running through the snow.

    Curtis grinned. "Looks like we've got a new party member."

    Karl just smirked. "We'll see if he survives the trip back first."

    With that, they sped off, disappearing into the frozen wasteland, heading back to the only home they had left.
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    The snowmobile cut through the endless white landscape, the cold wind biting at their faces as they sped across the frozen wasteland. Curtis was still as enthusiastic as before, chattering nonstop since they had left the supermarket.

    "I swear, Karl, we're basically the same person," Curtis laughed. "Monotonous life, work, mindless scrolling until we pass out, then wake up and repeat."

    Karl kept his gaze forward, the cold doing little to faze him. "One difference."

    Curtis raised an eyebrow. "What?"

    "I don't talk as much," Karl said flatly.

    Curtis burst out laughing. "Fair point."

    Evelyn, seated in front with Emmet, let out an exasperated sigh. "Two pieces of trash making too much noise."

    Karl and Curtis exchanged glances before chuckling. There was no point arguing with Evelyn. She was always like that.

    "But seriously," Curtis continued. "I used to think if the world ended, life would be more exciting. No rules, no bosses breathing down your neck just because you clocked in five minutes late. But in reality? This is more boring than our old lives."

    Karl raised an eyebrow. "No electricity to scroll?"

    Curtis pointed at him dramatically. "Exactly, my cultured friend."

    Karl exhaled. "You're not the only one who feels that way. A lot of people thought the world ending meant freedom. In the end, they just traded one form of oppression for another."

    Curtis nodded. "True. We're no longer corporate slaves—we're survival slaves now."

    Evelyn scoffed and turned slightly to glance at them. "You two are still luckier than most people."

    Curtis smirked. "Oh? And who decides who's lucky in a world like this?"

    Evelyn's sharp eyes locked onto him. "The ones with power."

    Silence hung in the air for a moment. Karl understood exactly what Evelyn meant. After the world collapsed, new hierarchies formed. It was no longer money or titles that dictated control—it was strength and resources.

    "I won't lie," Curtis admitted. "I preferred the old system. At least there, I could pretend to be happy."

    Karl glanced at him briefly before looking back ahead. He understood what Curtis meant. Before the world fell apart, at least there was the illusion of choice—now, even that was gone.

    As they neared the apartment complex, the atmosphere shifted. Even from a distance, Karl could see people gathering near the entrance, their voices rising in heated arguments. The snowmobile's engine had barely died down before the shouting became clearer.

    "That's bullshit! We've been out scavenging too—why should they get more?"

    "We have kids to feed! You think I'm just gonna let mine starve while you hoard supplies?"

    "Everyone needs to calm the hell down!"

    Evelyn groaned. "Here we go again."

    Emmet sighed as he shut off the engine. "This is getting worse every time."

    Karl stepped off the snowmobile, quickly scanning the crowd. It was the usual scene—residents of the apartment complex huddled together, their faces a mix of desperation and frustration. They all relied on scavenging groups like Karl's to bring back food and medical supplies, but tensions always flared when it came to distribution.

    Curtis nudged Karl. "Man, you'd think people would have figured out how to work together by now."

    Karl exhaled. "Survival makes people selfish."

    Before things could spiral further, a familiar voice cut through the noise.

    "Enough!"

    Julia.

    The crowd quieted almost instantly as she stepped forward, her presence commanding attention.

    Karl didn't miss the way Curtis straightened slightly, eyes practically sparkling.

    Julia was one of the few people in the complex who still held onto some semblance of order. A woman in her mid-thirties, she carried herself with the kind of authority that wasn't forced—it was natural. With long, wavy auburn hair and sharp but warm brown eyes, she exuded both strength and kindness.

    Dressed in a worn but clean sweater and a thick coat, she looked tired but composed. More importantly, she looked like someone people could trust.

    "We're not doing this," Julia said firmly, arms crossed. "Fighting over scraps is exactly how we make things worse. Everyone gets a share. No exceptions. We go by the list, just like always."

    "But—" someone started, only for Julia to shoot them a sharp look.

    "No 'buts.' We agreed to a system, and we're sticking to it."

    The grumbling continued, but no one dared to challenge her directly.

    She turned to Karl and the others. "What did you find?"

    Evelyn answered first, tossing a bag onto the ground. "Food—canned goods, dried stuff, and some bottled water."

    Karl followed, placing the medical supplies next to it. "Painkillers, antiseptic, and bandages. The pharmacy was untouched."

    Julia nodded, assessing the haul. "That's good. This should last us a little longer."

    She turned back to the group. "Alright, I'll divide everything. Families with kids and the elderly get their portions first. After that, the rest will be distributed evenly. If anyone has a problem, they can take it up with me later."

    No one argued.

    As Julia began organizing the supplies with practiced efficiency, Curtis leaned in close to Karl, whispering just loud enough for him to hear.

    "Ideal Milf."

    Karl didn't even hesitate. He simply nodded.

    As the chaos settled and Julia took control of the supply distribution, Curtis nudged Karl with his elbow.

    "Alright, bro, enough standing around. Come check out my place," he said with a grin.

    Karl gave him a skeptical look. "Why?"

    Curtis smirked. "You'll see. Trust me, it'll change your life."

    Karl sighed but followed him anyway. It wasn't like he had anything better to do.

    They weaved through the dimly lit corridors of the apartment complex. Most of the doors were shut, with only a few residents peeking out. People in this building had learned to mind their own business unless it directly concerned them.

    After climbing a few flights of stairs, Curtis stopped in front of a door marked 301.

    "Welcome to my humble kingdom," he said dramatically, pushing it open.

    Karl stepped inside, immediately noting the clutter. Empty food cans, a pile of mismatched clothes, and an old blanket were shoved to one side of the room. Despite the mess, there was an attempt at making the place comfortable—a few scavenged pillows, a working lantern, and even a small stack of books in the corner.

    But what really caught Karl's attention was the large object covered by a blanket near the bed.

    Curtis shut the door behind them and turned to Karl with a smug expression. "Alright, bro, I know what you're thinking—'How does Curtis stay so happy despite being alone in this hellhole?'"

    Karl folded his arms. "Not really."

    Curtis ignored him. With a dramatic flourish, he grabbed the blanket and yanked it off.

    Karl's face barely changed, but internally, he was stunned.

    Sitting on a makeshift stand, fully intact and perfectly maintained, was a life-sized sex doll.

    For a moment, neither of them spoke.

    Then Karl blinked. "Sex doll?"

    Curtis grinned proudly. "Not just any sex doll, my friend. The best investment of my past life."

    Karl just stared.

    "Look, man," Curtis continued, gesturing toward the doll like a salesman. "While y'all were out there suffering, dealing with loneliness, begging for scraps of affection, I was here—living my best life."

    Karl exhaled. "I… have so many questions."

    Curtis clapped a hand on his shoulder. "And I have all the answers."

    Karl shook his head. This was not how he expected today to go.

    Karl sighed, still staring at the doll. "Alright… I gotta ask. How long have you had this thing?"

    Curtis grinned like he had been waiting for this moment. He placed a hand on his chest, taking a deep breath as if preparing to tell some grand tale.

    "Amy and I? We've been together since a year into my job," he said, motioning proudly toward the doll.

    Karl blinked. "You actually saved up for this?"

    Curtis nodded. "Damn right I did. But let me tell you, bro, it was not easy."

    Karl folded his arms. "Oh, this I gotta hear."

    Curtis smirked, cracking his knuckles. "Alright, listen up. It all started when I realized how pointless my life was. Wake up, go to work, come home, scroll endlessly, pass out. The only thing keeping me sane was my dream—the dream of Amy."

    Karl's face remained blank. "Uh-huh."

    Curtis continued, completely unfazed by Karl's skepticism.

    "But Amy wasn't cheap, my dude. She was top-tier quality. None of that budget crap. We're talking realistic skin texture, adjustable joints, premium material. She was the Ferrari of sex dolls."

    Karl ran a hand down his face. "Oh god."

    Curtis ignored him and powered on.

    "I did the math. If I wanted Amy, I had to make sacrifices."

    Karl raised an eyebrow. "Sacrifices?"
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    Curtis nodded solemnly. "I lived like a monk for a whole month. Ate nothing but instant noodles. No takeout, no snacks, just cup ramen every single day. I memorized all the flavors. Shrimp, spicy beef, miso, tonkotsu—you name it, I suffered through it."

    Karl just stared.

    Curtis wasn't done.

    "And transport? Jogging. Rain or shine, I ran to work. People thought I was some kind of fitness freak, but nah—I was just too broke for the subway."

    Karl's blank expression slowly shifted into something resembling mild concern.

    Curtis sighed dramatically. "Man, I even stopped gaming. No new games, no microtransactions, nothing. Just pure, unfiltered grindset."

    Karl rubbed his temple. "So let me get this straight… You turned your life into an endurance challenge, ate nothing but cheap noodles, ran to work like some anime protagonist, all so you could afford… a sex doll."

    Curtis beamed. "Exactly!"

    Karl stared at him for a long moment.

    Then, finally, he spoke.

    "…You're insane."

    Curtis shrugged. "You say that, but I bet you don't sleep with customizable soft thighs and a whisper function."

    Karl inhaled sharply. "I am not having this conversation."

    Curtis cackled. "You just don't understand true happiness, Karl. Amy was worth every sacrifice."

    Karl looked at the doll, then back at Curtis. "I genuinely don't know if I should respect your dedication or call for psychiatric help."

    Curtis clapped a hand on Karl's shoulder. "Both are valid, my friend. Both are valid."

    Karl exhaled slowly.

    This was, without a doubt, the strangest conversation he had ever had in the apocalypse.

    Curtis, still grinning with pride over his "achievement," suddenly clapped his hands together.

    "Alright, Karl. Since you're already here, I might as well bless you with the second greatest thing in my possession."

    Karl narrowed his eyes. "I'm scared to ask."

    Curtis dramatically dropped to his knees and pulled out a heavy box from under his bed. With a grin that screamed "trust me, bro," he flipped the lid open.

    Karl immediately recognized what was inside.

    Stacks and stacks of hentai doujins.

    Not just digital copies—physical, well-preserved, premium quality books.

    Karl blinked. "...You saved these?"

    Curtis puffed out his chest. "Hell yeah, I did. When the world ended, everyone was hoarding food and medicine. Me? I was out there making sure culture survived."

    Karl slowly shook his head. "You're actually insane."

    Curtis pulled out a sealed copy of an infamous Netori doujin and handed it to Karl like it was a sacred artifact. "Tell me this doesn't awaken something deep inside you."

    Karl took the book, flipping through a few pages.

    The plot was exactly what he expected—a cocky protagonist, a married woman who "didn't know what she wanted," and the usual degeneracy that came with the genre.

    Karl sighed, closing the book. "...I hate that you know my tastes."

    Curtis cackled. "Bro, I knew the moment you admitted to Netori. You're not a normie. You're one of us."

    Karl snorted. "'Us'? What, the last remaining men of culture in the apocalypse?"

    Curtis nodded solemnly. "Exactly. In a world where all people care about is survival, we—we stand for something greater."

    Karl exhaled. "...You're a goddamn idiot."

    Curtis grinned. "And yet, you're still here."

    Karl hesitated.

    He realized something.

    He was actually enjoying this.

    For the first time in years, he was just talking. Not about survival, not about food shortages or the dangers of the outside world.

    Just bullshitting like two high school degenerates.

    Karl stared at the doujin in his hands, then at Curtis, who was already excitedly pulling out even rarer copies from his collection.

    Without thinking, Karl murmured, almost to himself—

    "I think I forgot what it feels like… to have a friend."

    Curtis froze for a second.

    Then, with a grin that was surprisingly genuine, he nudged Karl with his elbow.

    "Well, congratulations, bro. You just made one."

    Karl looked at him, then back at the absurd pile of hentai between them.

    He sighed.

    "I regret everything."

    Curtis leaned back against the wall, flipping through one of the doujins like he was reading a fine piece of literature. "Man, remember the days when we'd just chill after school, talking about waifus and debating which doujin artist was top-tier?"

    Karl smirked slightly. "I never really talked to people about this stuff back then."

    Curtis gasped dramatically. "Bro, no way. You were a closet weeb?"

    Karl sighed. "I wasn't hiding it. I just didn't see the point in talking about it with people who didn't care."

    Curtis shook his head in disappointment. "Man, that's a crime. You missed out on peak high school degeneracy. Do you know how many times I got into full-on debates about which Fate girl was best?"

    Karl scoffed. "Let me guess. You were a Rin guy."

    Curtis pointed at him, grinning. "Damn right. Twin tails, thigh highs, and that tsundere charm? Perfection."

    Karl chuckled. "Predictable."

    Curtis squinted at him. "Oh? And what about you, Mr. Netori Enjoyer? Who was your Fate girl?"

    Karl hesitated for a second. "...Ishtar."

    Curtis screamed.

    "YOU CALL ME PREDICTABLE AND YOU PICK RIN BUT WITH MORE EDGE?!"

    Karl shrugged. "What can I say? I like powerful women."

    Curtis groaned, shaking his head. "Man, we really are the same. Just two broken degenerates finding solace in anime tiddies while the world crumbles around us."

    Karl smirked. "Sounds about right."

    Curtis threw another doujin at him. "Alright, since we're already diving into the past, hit me with the real shit. Top three doujin tags."

    Karl exhaled, rubbing his temple. "You really expect me to answer that?"

    Curtis nodded. "One hundred percent."

    Karl sighed. "...Netori, corruption, and—" he hesitated.

    Curtis leaned in. "And?"

    Karl exhaled. "...Office ladies."

    Curtis collapsed onto the floor.

    "BRO— I knew you were cold, but you really out here fantasizing about stealing wives in a corporate setting?!"

    Karl rolled his eyes. "I like the aesthetic."

    Curtis wiped a fake tear from his eye. "My man. You have the soul of an executive villain."

    Karl elbowed him. "Shut up."

    Curtis grinned. "Alright, alright, I respect it. Now, my turn. Oneesan, stockings, and thigh jobs."

    Karl didn't even flinch. "Not surprised."

    Curtis pointed at him. "See? That's friendship. We just know."

    Karl looked around the messy apartment, the ridiculous piles of doujins, and Curtis being way too excited about their degenerate conversation.

    And for the first time in years, he actually felt something familiar.

    Like he was back in his teenage years.

    Just a weeb, talking nonsense with another weeb, with no worries beyond which waifu deserved more respect.

    Karl sighed, shaking his head with a small smirk.

    "I actually missed this stupid shit."

    Karl stood up, stretching his arms. "Alright, I'm heading back."

    Curtis gave him a lazy salute. "Try not to get too depressed without my superior company."

    Karl rolled his eyes and grabbed one of the supply boxes, adjusting the weight in his hands. As he bent down to pick up another, Curtis casually slipped a Netori doujin into one of the boxes with the skill of a seasoned criminal.

    He barely held back a chuckle. This was gonna be good.

    Karl, completely unaware, hoisted the boxes and walked out the door.

    ---

    The walk back to his apartment was quiet, the air cold but refreshing after being in Curtis's den of degeneracy.

    As soon as he reached his floor, he barely had time to set the boxes down before Layla and Jane appeared.

    "Karl!" Layla beamed, running up to him. "You're back! Did you get anything good?"

    Jane followed close behind, adjusting her glasses. "Took you long enough. We thought you got lost."

    Karl sighed, setting the supplies down on the small table in the living area. "It was a mess outside. Julia had to handle things."

    Layla nodded. "Yeah, we heard the yelling. That's why we stayed inside."

    Jane crossed her arms. "Smart move. It's getting worse out there."

    Karl just grunted in response and began opening one of the boxes, checking the contents. Canned food, instant noodles, some protein bars— standard survival rations.

    Then, as he pulled the next box toward him—

    A single Netori doujin slid out and landed right in front of them.

    Silence.

    Karl stared at it.

    Layla stared at it.

    Jane definitely stared at it.

    The room was so quiet that Karl swore he could hear Curtis laughing from several floors away.

    Layla blinked first. "...What is that?"

    Karl immediately grabbed the book and stuffed it back in the box. "Nothing."

    Jane adjusted her glasses, raising an eyebrow. "That didn't look like nothing."

    Layla tilted her head, still confused. "Was that… a comic?"

    Karl gritted his teeth. Curtis, you bastard.

    Jane smirked. "Not just any comic. That was a doujin."

    Layla still looked lost. "What's a doujin?"

    Karl wanted to die.

    Jane crossed her arms. "A very specific kind of comic."

    Layla frowned slightly. "Is it bad?"

    Karl shook his head. "It's not important."

    Jane tapped her chin, pretending to think. "I mean… it kinda depends. Some are wholesome."

    Karl glared at her.

    Jane smirked. "And some are absolutely degenerate."

    Layla's eyes widened slightly. "Karl…?"

    Karl groaned, rubbing his temple. "Look, it's not mine."

    Jane raised an eyebrow. "Then whose is it?"

    Karl paused.

    If he blamed Curtis, they'd definitely go bother him.

    If he said it was a mistake, Jane would never let it go.

    And if he tried to ignore it—

    Jane grinned. "Netori, huh?"

    Karl exhaled sharply. He was going to murder Curtis.
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    Karl groaned, rubbing his temple. "Look, it's not mine."

    Jane gave him a long, knowing stare before slowly pushing her glasses up her nose. "Mhm. Sure."

    Layla, still slightly confused, looked between them. "So... is it bad or not?"

    Karl pinched the bridge of his nose. "It's—just—don't worry about it."

    Jane, of course, had no intention of letting this go. She bent down, grabbed the doujin from the box before Karl could react, and flipped through the pages with an expression of pure amusement.

    She didn't even need to say anything.

    The smirk on her face said it all.

    "Oh," she mused, tapping a page. "So this is your thing, huh?"

    Karl snatched the book out of her hands, stuffing it back into the box like it was radioactive. "Shut up."

    Layla tilted her head. "Is it really that embarrassing?"

    Karl looked at her, then at Jane, who was looking far too entertained. He knew Jane would find a way to weaponize this against him for months if he didn't get ahead of it.

    He took a deep breath. "Layla, do you trust me?"

    Layla nodded without hesitation. "Of course."

    "Good." Karl picked up the box, gripping the edges tightly. "Then trust me when I say you don't need to know."

    Layla pouted slightly, but let it go.

    Jane, on the other hand, was absolutely not letting it go.

    She leaned forward, resting her chin on her palm. "But Karl… I have so many questions."

    Karl gave her a deadpan look. "No, you don't."

    Jane grinned. "Oh, but I do. Like—how long have you been into this? Do you prefer emotionally devastating Netori or the kind where the husband's a complete loser?"

    Karl clenched his jaw. "Jane."

    "Or," she continued, clearly enjoying his suffering, "are you more into the reluctant wife trope? Y'know, the one where she tells herself she'd never betray her husband but then—"

    Karl slapped his hand over her mouth. "Enough."

    Jane's eyes twinkled with pure mischief.

    Layla, still not fully understanding, looked between them before shrugging. "Well, if it's something Karl likes, I'm sure it's not that weird."

    Karl closed his eyes. Layla, please stop helping.

    Jane let out a muffled laugh before Karl finally pulled his hand away. She took a deep breath, stretching like she'd just won a long-fought battle. "Fine, fine. I'll drop it. For now."

    Karl didn't trust that for a second.

    Jane leaned back in her seat, clearly still amused. "You're lucky I'm feeling generous today."

    Karl exhaled, shaking his head. "You are the worst."

    Jane smirked. "And yet, you still hang out with me."

    Layla perked up. "That's true! You guys have been spending more time together lately."

    Karl ignored her and began unpacking the rest of the supplies, desperate to change the subject.

    Layla clapped her hands together. "Oh! That reminds me—I found something earlier that I think you'll like!"

    Karl glanced at her. "Huh?"

    Layla ran to her room and returned a few moments later, holding something behind her back. She rocked on her heels excitedly before revealing what she had.

    A sealed box of premium instant coffee.

    Karl's eyes widened slightly.

    Layla beamed. "I know you've been complaining about the cheap stuff running out, so when I saw this in the supply trade, I grabbed it for you!"

    Karl took the box, staring at it for a moment.

    It was… a really nice gesture.

    Even Jane looked mildly surprised. "Damn, Layla. You went all out."

    Layla giggled. "Well, Karl does a lot for us, so I thought he deserved something nice!"

    Karl exhaled, shaking his head with a small smile. "Thanks, Layla."

    Layla beamed. "Of course!"

    Jane smirked. "Wow, Karl. First you get a thoughtful gift, and now you get outed as a degener—what a productive day for you."

    Karl shot her a glare. "You're really enjoying this, huh?"

    Jane grinned. "Absolutely."

    Karl sighed, grabbing the coffee box and heading to the kitchen. "I'm making coffee. Do either of you want some, or are you just going to keep bullying me?"

    Layla raised her hand. "Ooh, yes, please!"

    Jane smirked. "I'll take a cup. But only if you tell me your second favorite tag."

    Karl slammed the cabinet shut.

    Jane laughed.

    Karl took a deep breath, gripping the edge of the counter. He could already hear Jane shifting in her seat, no doubt preparing another round of relentless teasing.

    "So, Karl," she began, her voice dripping with amusement, "since you won't tell me your second favorite tag, can I at least assume your third favorite is something equally… sophisticated?"

    Karl didn't respond. He simply turned on the kettle and pretended she didn't exist.

    Jane leaned forward, resting her chin on her hand. "I mean, come on. Netori is already pretty spicy. What's next? Mind Break? Hypnosis? Maybe a little bit of Oy—"

    Karl spun around so fast Jane actually flinched. "Jane."

    Jane grinned, entirely unrepentant. "What? I'm just curious. We're all friends here."

    Layla, who had been quiet up until now, finally spoke up. "Wait… so Netori is… what exactly?"

    Jane's smirk widened like a predator sensing fresh prey. "Oh? You don't know?"

    Layla shook her head. "I mean, I get that it's a type of comic, but why is Karl so embarrassed about it?"

    Karl immediately turned back around, pretending to focus on the coffee. This was not a conversation he wanted to have.

    Jane tapped her chin, her eyes twinkling with mischief. "Well, dear Layla, Netori is a very, very special genre. It's all about—"

    "Jane, I swear to god—"

    "—a certain kind of relationship dynamic."

    Karl groaned.

    Layla tilted her head. "What kind of dynamic?"

    Jane clasped her hands together, looking far too entertained. "It's about a strong, dominant male protagonist who ends up stealing—"

    Karl turned around, holding up a hand. "Jane, don't."

    "—someone else's girl."

    Silence.

    Layla blinked.

    Karl pinched the bridge of his nose. Here we go.

    Layla furrowed her brows. "Wait… what?"

    Jane leaned forward, her grin widening. "Oh yeah. It's all about a guy taking another man's girl. Sometimes the girl resists at first, sometimes she's secretly into it the whole time. Either way, the poor original boyfriend? Husband? Fiance? Gone. Completely irrelevant."

    Layla's eyes widened slightly. "That's… um."

    Karl turned back to the kettle, hoping this would be the end of it.

    It wasn't.

    Layla frowned. "Wait, Karl, you like that kind of thing?"

    Karl froze.

    Jane cackled.

    Karl inhaled deeply, staring at the boiling water as if it could physically remove him from this situation. "It's not— Look, I'm not into— It's just a genre, alright?"

    Jane smirked. "Oh sure. Just a genre. Like how some people just casually read about, I don't know, war crimes for fun."

    Karl shot her a glare. "Not the same thing."

    Jane waved a hand. "I mean, it kind of is. It's about betrayal, manipulation, and ruining relationships beyond repair. Pretty dark stuff, Karl."

    Layla, who had been processing all of this in real time, slowly narrowed her eyes. "So… it's like… someone cheating?"

    Jane nodded. "Oh, absolutely."

    Layla's expression turned conflicted. "But… cheating is bad."

    Karl wanted to die.

    Jane clapped her hands together. "Yes! Exactly, Layla!" She turned back to Karl with a devilish grin. "So, Karl, care to explain why you, a self-proclaimed logical man, have a favorite genre that revolves around absolute degeneracy?"

    Karl exhaled sharply. "I hate you."

    Jane leaned back, looking smug. "Hate me all you want. I'm just pointing out facts."

    Layla, now looking genuinely concerned, tapped her fingers together. "Karl… you wouldn't actually, you know… do that kind of thing, right?"

    Karl turned around, rubbing his face. "Layla. No. Of course not."

    Layla still looked skeptical. "But if you like that kind of story…"

    Karl ran a hand through his hair. "It's fiction. People like all kinds of weird genres, but that doesn't mean they'd do any of it in real life."

    Layla crossed her arms, clearly still processing. "I guess… but it's still kinda weird."

    Karl gritted his teeth. "Jane, I blame you for this."

    Jane snickered. "Oh, I'm well aware."

    Layla frowned slightly, her previous excitement over Karl's coffee gift now mixed with confusion. "I mean, I just thought you liked normal romance stories."

    Jane gasped. "Layla, no. Karl is far beyond normal romance."

    Karl glared at her. "Will you shut up?"

    Jane ignored him completely. "Karl doesn't want happy endings. He doesn't want wholesome love stories. He wants chaos. He wants to watch as a guy slowly loses his grip on reality while his beloved girlfriend falls into another man's arms."

    Layla's face scrunched up. "...That's awful."

    Karl groaned.

    Jane nodded sagely. "Yes. Yes, it is."

    Layla turned to Karl. "Karl, you seriously like that kind of thing?"

    Karl rubbed his face. "For the last time—it's just a genre."

    Jane leaned on the table, grinning. "I dunno, Karl. Layla looks pretty disturbed right now. You might need to explain why you resonate with the idea of absolute relationship destruction."

    Layla hesitated. "It's not… I mean, I get that people like different things, but…"

    Karl sighed, looking at her more seriously. "Layla, listen. I don't actually think cheating is good. I don't support it, and I definitely wouldn't do it myself. It's just a genre I happen to find interesting because of the storytelling elements. That's all."

    Layla studied his face carefully, then slowly nodded. "Okay… I think I understand."

    Jane smirked. "Do you, though?"

    Layla frowned. "I mean… it still seems weird, but I guess people like different things."

    Karl let out a breath. Thank god.

    Then Jane ruined it.

    "Yeah, and Karl just happens to like stealing wives."

    Layla gasped. "Karl!"

    Karl slammed his hands on the counter. "JANE."

    Jane lost it. She was dying laughing, gripping her stomach as Karl glared absolute daggers at her.

    Layla, meanwhile, looked like she didn't know whether to be horrified or amused.

    Karl sighed, pouring coffee into three mugs. "I should have left you both outside to die."

    Jane wiped a fake tear from her eye. "Oh, but then who would be here to keep you humble?"

    Karl slid her coffee across the table. "Drink. And choke on it."

    Jane picked up her mug, still grinning. "Gladly."

    Layla took hers as well, though she kept sneaking glances at Karl, like she was still reconsidering what kind of person he truly was.

    Karl pinched the bridge of his nose. Curtis, I swear to god, I'm coming for you.
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    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Jane took a slow sip of her coffee, her usual smirk fading as her expression turned uncharacteristically serious. She placed the mug down and exhaled, staring directly at Karl.

    "Alright," she said, her voice losing its playful edge. "Jokes aside, I need you to listen to me for a second."

    Karl raised an eyebrow. "Huh?"

    Jane crossed her arms. "I don't care how much you enjoy reading that degenerate crap, but don't ever—ever—think about trying that kind of shit on someone else."

    Karl blinked, confused. "Jane, what the hell are you talking about?"

    Jane sighed, setting her mug down. "I mean, you don't need to go out looking for more. You already have us."

    Karl stared at her.

    Layla, sitting beside her, blushed slightly but didn't say anything. Instead, she shifted uncomfortably, as if embarrassed by the conversation.

    Karl exhaled, rubbing his face. "Jane, this again?"

    Jane smirked, but there was a rare intensity behind her eyes. "Yes. This again. Karl, you already have everything a degenerate like you could possibly want."

    Karl clenched his jaw. "It's just a genre."

    Jane shook her head. "Sure. But I also know you, Karl. You've got your hands full already."

    Layla bit her lip. "Jane…"

    Jane looked at her, then back at Karl. "You've got me—a mature, experienced woman who actually understands what you like." She tilted her head toward Layla. "And you've got her—a sweet, devoted young woman who'd do anything for you."

    Layla blushed deeper, but she didn't deny it.

    Karl sighed, leaning back. "I get it."

    Jane narrowed her eyes. "Do you? Because I don't think you do. You don't need to go fantasizing about taking what's not yours, Karl." She leaned forward, her tone dropping. "You already have everything."

    Karl exhaled. "Jane, I wouldn't—"

    Jane cut him off. "Good. Because if you ever get greedy…" She trailed off, tapping her fingers on the table. "Well, let's just say I'd be very disappointed."

    Karl met her gaze, and for once, there was no teasing, no amusement—just expectation.

    He sighed. "I get it."

    Jane studied him for a moment longer before leaning back in her chair, the smirk returning to her lips. "Good boy."

    Layla finally found her voice, though it was softer. "Karl… you know I don't want anyone else, right?"

    Karl looked at her.

    She fidgeted slightly under his gaze. "I mean… I know you like that kind of stuff in fiction, but in real life…" Her voice lowered. "I just want us."

    Karl exhaled, rubbing the back of his neck. "Yeah. I know."

    Jane smirked. "See? He learns."

    Karl rolled his eyes. "You're impossible."

    Jane chuckled. "And yet, you still put up with me."

    Layla smiled softly. "Because he loves us."

    Karl tensed slightly at the words, but he didn't deny them.

    Jane's smirk widened. "Damn right he does."

    Karl sighed, shaking his head. "You two are going to be the death of me."

    Jane raised her mug in a mock toast. "And you'll love every second of it."

    Layla giggled. "Yeah."

    Karl groaned. "I regret everything."

    Jane leaned closer, voice dropping into something more sultry. "Oh no, Karl. You regret nothing."

    Layla's face turned bright red. "J-Jane!"

    Jane just laughed, sipping her coffee like she hadn't just completely dominated the conversation.

    Karl sighed, knowing full well he had already lost.

    Again.

    The night stretched on, the dim glow of the city barely reaching the apartment's windows. The air was thick—not just with warmth, but with something unspoken. A tension that had been building between them for far too long.

    Karl sat on the edge of the bed, running a hand through his hair. He knew where this was heading. It wasn't the first time, and it wouldn't be the last.

    Jane leaned against the doorframe, swirling the last of her wine in her glass, watching him with that knowing smirk. "You're thinking too much again," she murmured, stepping forward.

    Layla sat beside him, her fingers lightly tracing his arm. "You always do that," she whispered, her voice soft yet certain.

    Jane set her glass down on the nightstand and stretched, rolling her shoulders like a predator sizing up its prey. "Well," she mused, crawling onto the bed beside him, "if he won't stop overthinking, we'll just have to distract him."

    Karl exhaled sharply. "You two are ridiculous."

    Layla giggled, resting her head against his shoulder. "Maybe. But you love it."

    And he did.

    What followed wasn't rushed. It wasn't reckless. It was something deeper, something that had become theirs. A rhythm, a connection—one that had only grown stronger with time.

    Jane, ever the instigator, made it all the more intense. She whispered things in his ear—things she knew would push the right buttons.

    "You like this, don't you?" she murmured, her voice laced with amusement. "Having something that's already yours. Not stealing. Not taking. Just claiming."

    Karl tensed, and Jane chuckled, pressing closer. "See? You do get off on it, don't you? Knowing that no one else could have us—even if they tried."

    Layla, flushed and breathless, didn't protest. She was far too lost in the moment.

    Jane sighed dramatically, her tone dripping with mock pity. "Such a shame. If someone else had tried to take me… I might've let them."

    Karl growled under his breath, fingers tightening on her hip, and Jane laughed.

    "Relax," she teased, pressing a kiss to his neck. "I'm just saying what you wanna hear, aren't I?"

    Karl didn't answer. He didn't need to.

    The night stretched on, their bodies tangled together in the dim light. It was different each time—sometimes playful, sometimes desperate, sometimes slow and full of meaning.

    But tonight?

    Tonight, Karl could feel something deeper. The weight of having. Of keeping. Of knowing that this— these two women, this closeness—belonged to him.

    And when it was over, when they lay together in the silence, their breath still evening out, Jane chuckled softly, running a lazy hand through his hair.

    "You're hopeless, you know that?" she murmured.

    Karl sighed. "You say that every time."

    "Because it's true." She smirked, shifting closer. "You're supposed to be this brooding, mysterious guy. But here you are—completely tamed."

    Layla giggled sleepily, burying her face against Karl's chest. "I like him this way."

    Jane hummed, dragging her nails lightly across his arm. "Yeah. Me too."

    Karl exhaled, closing his eyes.

    It was stupid.

    It was ridiculous.

    But he wouldn't trade it for anything.

    The room was quiet, save for the soft hum of the city outside and the steady breathing of the three of them tangled together in the sheets. Karl lay between them, his mind drifting, his body still warm from everything that had happened.

    Then Jane, as always, decided to stir things up.

    She shifted slightly, propping herself up on one elbow, her fingers lazily tracing circles on his chest. Her lips curled into a slow smirk as she leaned in, her breath warm against his ear.

    "You know," she murmured, her voice husky and playful, "you're way too good at this."

    Karl sighed, still catching his breath. "Jane…"

    But she wasn't done.

    She let her fingers trail lower, just enough to tease. "Mmm… it's almost unfair," she whispered, her voice barely above a breath. "That you're this big, this good…" Her lips brushed against his neck, sending a sharp pulse of heat through his spine.

    Karl's jaw tightened. "Jane."

    She chuckled, nipping at his skin. "What? Just speaking the truth." Her hand roamed lower, pressing lightly against him. "You feel it too, don't you? How I still—" she exhaled, voice dripping with satisfaction, "throb inside from you?"

    Karl inhaled sharply, his fingers twitching against the sheets. He knew what she was doing. She loved to push him, to see how far she could take things before he snapped.

    And dammit, it was working.

    Layla stirred beside him, her small, sleepy murmur barely registering. She was warm and soft against him, completely at ease, but Karl was no longer in a state to relax.

    Jane grinned, pressing a slow, teasing kiss to his jaw. "Oh?" she cooed, feeling his body respond. "Are you getting hard again? Already?" Her voice was dripping with amusement. "God, I love that."

    Karl gritted his teeth. "Jane—"

    She leaned in, lips brushing his ear, her voice dropping into something dangerously seductive.

    "You love it too, don't you?" she whispered. "How good it feels? How deep you go? How every time, you leave me—" she exhaled, dragging her nails lightly down his stomach, "aching for more?"

    Karl's restraint snapped.

    Before Jane could push him any further, he grabbed her, flipping her beneath him in one swift motion. She let out a delighted laugh, her eyes gleaming with victory.

    "I knew it," she purred. "You're such a beast."

    Karl smirked, pinning her wrists above her head. "And you," he murmured, lowering himself to whisper against her lips, "never know when to quit."

    Jane just grinned. "That's what makes me fun."

    Layla, now fully awake, blinked sleepily at them. "Mmm… are you guys starting again?"

    Jane laughed. "Oh, sweetheart. We never really stop."

    Karl groaned. "You two are going to kill me."

    Jane smirked, shifting beneath him. "What a way to go."

    And just like that, sleep was no longer an option.
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    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    The next morning, Karl woke up feeling utterly drained. His body ached in places he didn't even know could ache, and there was a distinct hollowness inside him—like he had been completely wrung dry.

    Because, well… he had been.

    The soft morning light seeped through the curtains, casting a warm glow over the tangled mess of sheets and exhausted bodies beside him. Layla was curled up against his side, breathing softly, her bare leg draped possessively over him. Jane was sprawled out on his other side, her expression smug even in sleep, as if she had won something.

    Karl groaned, rubbing his temple. He felt hollowed out.

    His energy? Gone.

    His stamina? Depleted.

    His dignity? Compromised.

    Jane stirred first, stretching lazily like a cat before turning to face him with a knowing smirk. "Mmm… Morning, stud. How's our champion feeling?"

    Karl glared at her. "I feel like I got thrown into a raid boss fight with zero potions."

    Jane laughed, propping herself up on one elbow. "Aww, poor baby. Guess you shouldn't have gone so hard, huh?"

    Karl shot her a deadpan look. "Don't act innocent. You were the one whispering depraved things in my ear all night."

    Jane grinned. "Well, yeah. And look how well that turned out." She patted his chest with the smug satisfaction of a final boss.

    Layla stirred beside him, letting out a sleepy little hum. "Mmm… Karl…" she mumbled, nuzzling closer. "So warm…"

    Karl exhaled. Yeah, of course she was still full of energy.

    Jane chuckled, stretching her arms above her head. "Man, I haven't slept that good in ages. We should do that every night."

    Karl closed his eyes. "I will die."

    Jane smirked. "And what a glorious way to go."

    Karl groaned, sitting up slowly—only to immediately regret it. His whole body protested, his muscles aching from the sheer stamina abuse.

    Layla blinked up at him, rubbing her eyes. "Karl…? Are you okay?"

    Karl collapsed back onto the pillow. "No."

    Jane grinned, poking his cheek. "Aww, did we break you?"

    Karl turned his head slightly, eyes burning with exhaustion. "You knew what you were doing."

    Jane just giggled. "Of course I did."

    Layla blushed slightly, glancing away. "S-Sorry… we might've… um… been a little too much last night…"

    Karl sighed. "No, Layla. You were fine."

    Jane cackled. "Translation: I was the problem."

    Karl didn't even try to deny it.

    Jane grinned wider. "Damn right I was."

    Karl let out a slow breath. He needed food. He needed water. 

    The morning stretched on, slow and peaceful. Despite Karl's near-death experience from last night's endurance challenge, there was something oddly comforting about the quiet warmth in the room.

    The soft hum of city life filtered through the windows, the golden light casting a gentle glow over the rumpled sheets. Layla had nestled back into his side, breathing softly, her warmth seeping into him. Jane, ever the troublemaker, had finally settled down, lying on her stomach with one arm lazily draped over him.

    For the first time in a long while, Karl felt… at peace.

    No immediate dangers. No last-minute supply runs. No looming threats.

    Just a lazy morning.

    And he wasn't about to waste it.

    Karl closed his eyes, enjoying the rare moment of stillness. The scent of coffee and faint traces of perfume lingered in the air, mixing with the warmth of the two women beside him. It felt… normal. Or at least, as normal as life could get these days.

    Eventually, Jane stretched with a lazy groan. "Mmm… I could sleep all day."

    Karl snorted. "After what you put me through, I'd be surprised if you had any energy left."

    Jane smirked without opening her eyes. "You underestimate me, sweetheart."

    Layla giggled, shifting slightly. "Karl's warm…" she murmured, half-asleep.

    Karl sighed, running a hand through her soft hair. "You're clingy when you're tired, you know that?"

    Layla just hummed in response, refusing to move.

    Jane cracked one eye open, watching them with mild amusement. "Man, we've corrupted you."

    Karl rolled his eyes. "Right. Because I was totally a pure and innocent saint before meeting you two."

    Jane grinned. "You said it, not me."

    Karl shook his head, finally forcing himself to sit up. His body still ached, but at least he wasn't completely out of commission.

    "Alright," he said, stretching his sore muscles. "I'm making breakfast."

    Layla perked up. "Ooh! Can we have pancakes?"

    Karl raised an eyebrow. "Do we even have the stuff for that?"

    Layla pouted. "I think so…"

    Jane yawned, sitting up and running a hand through her messy hair. "If not, we can trade for it later. You know, after you fully recover from last night's war."

    Karl glared. "You're never letting this go, are you?"

    Jane smirked. "Not a chance."

    Karl sighed, but there was no real annoyance in it. Despite her teasing, there was something comforting about Jane's presence—her relentless confidence, her way of making things feel normal, even when the world had long since stopped being normal.

    And Layla? Layla was the opposite. Soft, sweet, and full of warmth. The kind of warmth Karl hadn't realized he'd needed until she'd come into his life.

    Between the two of them, life felt… manageable.

    Maybe even good.

    Karl stood up, rolling out his shoulders. "Fine. Pancakes it is."

    Layla cheered.

    Jane smirked. "Look at you, Karl. A true househusband in the making."

    Karl scoffed. "In your dreams."

    Jane stretched, standing up beside him. "Oh, don't worry. You were already in my dreams last night."

    Karl exhaled sharply. "Nope. I'm done. Conversation over."

    Layla giggled as she followed him to the kitchen. "Jane, stop teasing him!"

    Jane just grinned. "Never."

    And just like that, the morning continued—peaceful, warm, and for once, just a little bit normal.

    Karl stepped out of the apartment, stretching his sore muscles as he made his way down the familiar hallway. The air was crisp, the remnants of last night's exhaustion still weighing on him, but at least he was walking. That was a start.

    His destination? Curtis.

    After everything that had happened, Karl needed a distraction. Maybe some dumb conversation, maybe just some peace away from the two forces of nature waiting for him back in his apartment.

    He reached Curtis's door and knocked.

    It swung open immediately.

    And Curtis—**the moment he saw Karl—**paused.

    His eyes narrowed.

    Then, a slow, knowing grin spread across his face.

    "Ohhh, you got drained."

    Karl sighed. "Curtis—"

    "Nah, nah, nah." Curtis leaned against the doorframe, crossing his arms, looking him up and down like he had just uncovered a scandal. "Don't even try to deny it."

    Karl exhaled sharply. "I'm not—"

    "Bro." Curtis gestured at him. "You're walking like a guy who just finished a ten-hour dungeon raid with no potions left. You're empty."

    Karl pinched the bridge of his nose. "Can I come in or—"

    "Of course! Of course!" Curtis stepped aside, still grinning. "Come in, sit down. Not like you can stand for much longer, huh?"

    Karl ignored him.

    He stepped inside, dropping onto the worn-out couch with a groan. Curtis followed, grabbing a nearby energy drink from his stash and tossing it over.

    "Here," Curtis said. "You look like you need recovery items."

    Karl caught it but didn't open it immediately. He just let his head rest against the back of the couch, staring at the ceiling.

    Curtis sat down across from him, watching him like a scientist studying a rare species.

    Then, with pure amusement, he said:

    "So. Who won?"

    Karl sighed. "What?"

    Curtis leaned forward. "Was it Jane? Layla? Or did they both tag-team your soul out of existence?"

    Karl rubbed his face. "I hate you."

    Curtis cackled. "That's not a denial!"

    Karl cracked open the energy drink and took a long sip, pretending Curtis didn't exist.

    Curtis, of course, refused to be ignored.

    "Man, this is great. You finally get a peaceful day, and the first thing you do is show up at my place looking like a retired war hero."

    Karl sighed. "I just needed some space."

    Curtis smirked. "Right. Because if you stayed any longer, they would've eaten you alive."

    Karl didn't confirm or deny. He just kept drinking, hoping Curtis would get bored.

    He didn't.

    Curtis leaned back, grinning. "So, how bad was it?"

    Karl groaned. "I'm not talking about this."

    Curtis laughed. "Come on! I gotta know what took you out! Was it Jane's dominance? Layla's innocence? Did they make you—"

    Karl threw the empty can at him.

    Curtis dodged, still laughing. "Ohhh, you're actually mad! This is amazing."

    Karl sighed, rubbing his temple. "I should've just stayed home."

    Curtis grinned. "And risk another round? Smart choice coming here."

    Karl slumped further into the couch.

    Curtis chuckled, leaning forward. "Alright, alright. I'll stop."

    Karl raised an eyebrow. "Will you?"

    Curtis smirked. "Probably not."

    Karl groaned.

    But… as much as Curtis was insufferable, Karl couldn't deny that being here was exactly what he needed.

    Somewhere outside, the world was still chaotic, still unpredictable. But in this room, with Curtis being his usual dumbass self, it almost felt…

    Normal.

    And Karl figured, for today, that was good enough.
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    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Curtis grinned, his teasing momentarily forgotten as he leaned forward. "Alright, alright. Enough about your death by snu-snu experience. I actually want to show you something important."

    Karl raised an eyebrow. "Important? You?"

    Curtis smirked. "I know, shocking, right? But seriously, check this out."

    He lifted his hand, palm facing up, and for a moment, Karl thought he was just messing around again. But then—

    A whirl of water began to form above Curtis's palm.

    Not a trickle. Not some cheap sleight of hand.

    A genuine swirling vortex of liquid, defying gravity.

    Karl immediately sat up, eyes narrowing.

    Awakening.

    Curtis had awakened.

    Curtis smirked, watching Karl's reaction like a kid showing off a new toy. "Crazy, huh?" He twisted his fingers, and the swirling water followed, shifting into a sharp, spinning disk. "I can do this now. Ever since the Winter Apocalypse hit, I started feeling… different. And a few days ago? This happened."

    Karl forced himself to look appropriately shocked. "You're kidding."

    Curtis snapped his fingers, and the water collapsed into mist, dissipating in the air. "Not even a little. I woke up one morning, and bam—water bending."

    Karl frowned, acting the part of a guy who had just been blindsided. "And you're telling me this now?"

    Curtis shrugged. "I wanted to test it out first. Figured I should make sure I wasn't hallucinating before telling anyone."

    Karl leaned back, calculating. He knew exactly what this meant. Awakening was happening. People were changing. He had been expecting it—hell, he had been waiting for it.

    But now, it was confirmed.

    Curtis had awakened.

    Which meant others probably had, too.

    Karl kept his expression carefully neutral. "How much control do you have over it?"

    Curtis scratched the back of his head. "Ehhh, not much. I can make small stuff like that, but if I try to go big, it just kinda… explodes everywhere." He waved a hand. "And not in the cool way."

    Karl nodded, pretending to still process the information. "Have you told anyone else?"

    Curtis snorted. "Hell no. You think I want to be some government test subject? I figured if anyone should know first, it's you."

    Karl exhaled slowly. Smart move.

    Curtis trusted him.

    And that meant Karl had options.

    He rubbed his chin. "So… what's your plan?"

    Curtis grinned. "That's the fun part! I have no idea! I figured I'd just vibe with it until I figure out if I'm some kind of superhero or if this is just a weird post-apocalypse puberty phase."

    Karl sighed. "You're an idiot."

    Curtis beamed. "And now I'm an idiot with superpowers!"

    Karl forced a smirk. "Yeah. That's what worries me."

    Curtis leaned forward, his grin widening as he studied Karl's expression. "Alright, I showed you mine—your turn. You got anything weird going on? Any… new tricks?"

    Karl forced himself to hesitate, keeping his expression carefully blank. "What? No."

    Curtis squinted at him. "Come on, man. You're telling me you haven't gotten anything? No weird feelings? No sudden urges to control the elements? Not even, like, super speed or something?"

    Karl exhaled, shaking his head. "Nope. Just me. Boring, regular Karl."

    Curtis tilted his head, eyeing him suspiciously. "Huh."

    Karl sipped his energy drink, pretending not to care. "Not everyone gets lucky, I guess."

    Curtis leaned back against the couch, twirling his fingers as a small ripple of water swirled above his palm. "That's kinda crazy, though. I figured if anyone was gonna awaken, it'd be you."

    Karl mentally filed that away.

    Curtis expected him to awaken.

    Which meant others probably did, too.

    Karl shrugged. "Guess I'm just built different."

    Curtis snorted. "Yeah, built different as in left behind." He smirked, letting the water dissipate. "Still, if it's happening to me, it's gotta be happening to others, right? What do you think this means?"

    Karl pretended to think. "I dunno. Probably some side effect of whatever the hell happened to the world. Maybe some people are just… adapting."

    Curtis nodded, rubbing his chin. "Yeah, that makes sense. Though, I was kinda hoping you'd get something cool. You know, for balance."

    Karl raised an eyebrow. "Balance?"

    Curtis grinned. "I mean, come on. I can control water. Imagine if you got, like… I dunno, fire powers. Then we'd be a sick duo. Opposites, but unstoppable."

    Karl smirked. He already was unstoppable. Curtis just didn't know it.

    "Yeah," Karl said, standing up. "Too bad I got nothing."

    Curtis squinted at him again, like he still wasn't sure whether to believe him. "Hmm… if you do awaken, you better tell me first."

    Karl nodded. Like hell he would.

    "Yeah, sure," he said, grabbing another energy drink. "I'll let you know."

    Curtis grinned. "Good. Now, if you'll excuse me, I need to figure out how to waterbend my way into free food."

    Karl sighed. "You're gonna get yourself killed."

    Curtis smirked. "Nah. I'm built different."

    Karl shook his head. Idiot.

    But an idiot who now had power.

    Curtis leaned back against the couch, tossing an empty energy drink can into the corner with a lazy flick of his wrist. "Man, I've been thinking… why the hell did this whole Winter Apocalypse even start?"

    Karl froze for a fraction of a second.

    Then, he forced himself to lean back, crossing his arms in a way that looked casual. "No idea."

    Curtis narrowed his eyes. "Really? You're not even a little curious?"

    Karl shrugged. "What's there to be curious about? The world went to hell. We adapt, or we die."

    Curtis scoffed. "Yeah, but it didn't just go to hell. This isn't like some regular disaster, Karl. It's been what? Months? And the snow isn't stopping. It's not even acting normal. It's too… I dunno, controlled."

    Karl exhaled. "Controlled?"

    Curtis leaned forward. "Think about it. The blizzards hit at the same time across the world. The temperatures dropped instantly. This wasn't some slow climate change thing. It was like someone just—" he snapped his fingers, "—flipped a switch."

    Karl knew exactly what that switch was.

    He had known for a long time.

    But Curtis? Curtis was just starting to put the pieces together.

    Karl kept his expression neutral. "Even if that's true, what difference does it make? It's not like we can change it."

    Curtis frowned. "Maybe not. But wouldn't you wanna know why? What if this wasn't natural? What if someone caused this?"

    Karl forced himself to look uninterested. "And if they did? What then? You gonna go hunt them down with your new water tricks?"

    Curtis snorted. "Hell no. But it'd be good to know what we're dealing with."

    Karl sighed, standing up. "Look, man. You can drive yourself crazy thinking about this stuff. Or you can focus on surviving."

    Curtis watched him carefully, like he was searching for something beneath Karl's words.

    Then, he smirked. "You're a terrible liar, you know that?"

    Karl's heart skipped a beat.

    For a moment, he thought Curtis had figured it out. That Karl knew everything.

    But then Curtis laughed, shaking his head. "You say you don't care, but I bet the moment I turn my back, you're gonna be up all night overthinking this just like I am."

    Karl forced out a chuckle. "Sure, Curtis. Whatever helps you sleep at night."

    Curtis grinned, stretching his arms. "You should at least humor me a little. What's your theory? Even if it's bullshit."

    Karl glanced toward the window, watching the endless white void outside.

    He already knew the answer.

    He knew why the world was like this.

    He knew who caused it.

    But he wasn't about to tell Curtis that.

    So instead, he just said, "My theory? It doesn't matter."

    Curtis groaned. "Oh, come on, man. Give me something."

    Karl smirked, heading toward the door. "I just did."

    Curtis threw a pillow at him. "Asshole."

    Karl caught it effortlessly, tossing it back. "Survive first. Ask questions later."

    And with that, he walked out.

    Leaving Curtis wondering.

    And Karl knowing.

    As Karl stepped out of Curtis's apartment, a sharp commotion broke through the usual quiet of the cold morning.

    Shouting.

    Footsteps.

    A loud crash.

    Then—

    "THIEF! SOMEONE STOLE MY FOOD!"

    Karl's instincts kicked in immediately. His eyes flickered toward the source of the noise—down the hall, near one of the storage rooms where residents kept their rations.

    A group was already forming. People stepped out of their apartments, some still groggy from sleep, others immediately on edge. In a world where food was more valuable than gold, theft was a death sentence.

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Karl glanced back at Curtis, who had stepped out behind him, looking alert.

    "Shit," Curtis muttered. "This is gonna be bad."

    Karl nodded. Yeah. It was.

    They both made their way toward the commotion, where a man—one of the older residents, Greg—was standing in the middle of the hall, face red with fury.

    "Someone broke into my damn storage box!" Greg bellowed, pointing at the half-open metal container against the wall. Inside, Karl could see the emptied shelves—where cans, dried goods, and emergency rations should have been, there was nothing left.

    "They took everything!" Greg's voice shook with rage. "Whoever it was, they're dead when I find them!"

    The crowd murmured, whispers of suspicion and paranoia spreading like wildfire.

    Karl scanned the faces around him. People were already looking at each other, distrust creeping in.

    This was how it started.

    Food was everything. Trust was fragile.

    And if whoever did this wasn't found soon—

    Someone was gonna die.

    The tension in the air was palpable as the residents of the apartment complex were gathered in the main hall, a dimly lit space that once served as a communal lounge before the world froze over. Now, it was a war room.

    Karl stood near the back, arms crossed, observing. Curtis was beside him, hands shoved into his pockets, his expression unreadable. The suspicions, the paranoia, the desperation—they were boiling over.

    Then, she spoke.

    "Alright, everyone, calm the hell down."

    Julia.

    The Ideal Milf of the building.

    Tall, poised, and always in control, she exuded authority without even trying. Dressed in her usual practical-yet-unfairly-sexy attire—a fitted jacket, combat boots, and those goddamn thighs—she stood at the center, her presence alone forcing people to lower their voices.

    Greg, the man whose supplies had been stolen, was still fuming. "Calm down?! Julia, someone took my food! That's weeks of rations—gone! You expect me to just stand here while some bastard walks free?"

    Julia met his glare with icy composure. "No, Greg. I expect you to think. You shouting like a lunatic isn't gonna bring your food back."

    Greg clenched his fists, but he didn't argue.

    Because no one argued with Julia.

    Karl smirked slightly. She had them wrapped around her finger.

    Julia scanned the room, her sharp eyes taking in every face. "No one leaves until we figure out what happened. Whoever did this, step forward now, and we'll handle it the easy way."

    Silence.

    Karl's eyes flickered across the crowd, reading reactions.

    Some looked nervous. Others angry. A few were just tired of life.

    But no one stepped forward.

    Julia sighed. "Figures." She turned to one of the younger guys, Jason, the closest thing they had to an enforcer. "Check every unit. If someone's got extra food that wasn't theirs yesterday, I want to know about it."

    Jason nodded and immediately gathered a few others to start searching.

    Karl watched, silently impressed.

    Julia didn't panic. She didn't point fingers. She took control.

    And in this world? That was everything.

    Curtis leaned in, muttering under his breath, "You think they'll find anything?"

    Karl doubted it.

    Whoever stole the supplies wasn't stupid enough to keep them in their own unit.

    But that just meant one thing.

    This wasn't over.

    The search didn't take long.

    Jason and his group returned within twenty minutes, dragging a man forward—Emmet.

    Karl had always seen Emmet as quiet, unremarkable. A guy who kept his head down, never caused trouble. But now?

    Emmet looked furious. Wild. Like a man who had snapped.

    In his arms were Greg's stolen supplies.

    "Found these in his unit," Jason reported.

    A ripple of shock and murmurs spread through the crowd. Greg stepped forward, face red with anger. "You son of a bitch! That's my food!"

    Emmet laughed. A bitter, hollow laugh. "Your food?" he spat. "What makes you think you ever had a right to it?"

    Karl watched, his instincts on edge. Something wasn't right here.

    Julia narrowed her eyes. "Emmet, start talking. Now."

    Emmet clenched his jaw. "Fine. You wanna hear the truth?" He pointed at Greg. "Ask this bastard why he thinks he deserves anything. Ask him what he did."

    Greg scoffed. "Oh, don't give me that martyr bullshit. You're a damn thief, Emmet. You stole from all of us."

    Emmet snapped.

    His entire body tensed, his breathing ragged.

    "You think I stole from you?" His voice shook with rage. "You think I took something that wasn't mine?"

    His eyes burned with something dark—something broken.

    "Fine," he growled. "I'll show you what theft really looks like."

    And before anyone could stop him, Emmet stormed back toward his unit.

    Karl exchanged a glance with Julia. She gave him a curt nod. He moved.

    Together, they followed Emmet into his apartment.

    And the moment they stepped inside—

    Everything changed.

    ---

    The apartment was a disaster.

    The floor was littered with broken furniture, overturned drawers, torn sheets. The air smelled of old sweat and something darker.

    And in the center of the room—

    A woman.

    Tied to a chair.

    Her face swollen, bruised. Dried blood on her lip.

    Karl froze.

    Julia sucked in a sharp breath.

    Jason muttered, "Holy shit…"

    The woman barely moved. She lifted her head just enough to look at them—her eyes hollow, distant.

    Emmet stood in front of her, his fists clenched so tight his knuckles turned white.

    "You see this?" he hissed, turning back to the others. "This is my wife."

    Silence.

    Greg, who had followed behind, stiffened. "Emmet, what the hell is this?"

    Emmet laughed again. But this time, it was more hysterical. More broken.

    "You wanna know why I took your food?" he whispered.

    Then he turned to Greg, his face contorted in pure hatred.

    "Because you don't deserve to fucking eat."

    Greg frowned, stepping back slightly. "What are you talking about?"

    Emmet's whole body shook. "You remember last week, Greg? When I took the snowmobile out? Risked my ass trying to bring back supplies for my wife? You remember that?"

    Greg didn't answer.

    He couldn't.

    Emmet let out a shuddering breath. "While I was gone—while I was out there, freezing my ass off, fighting to keep her alive—you were here. In my home."

    Karl's stomach dropped.

    Emmet pointed at the bed.

    "You fucked my wife on my bed."

    The words hung in the air like a curse.

    No one moved.

    No one breathed.

    Greg's face paled. "That's—That's not—"

    Emmet screamed.

    "Don't you fucking DARE!"

    His voice was raw, agonized. His breathing turned ragged, his chest heaving.

    "You think you can pretend it didn't happen?! You think I don't know?! I came home to this!"

    He pointed wildly at the wreckage of the room. The sheets torn off the bed. The mess left behind.

    He choked out a bitter laugh. "You didn't even try to fucking hide it."

    Greg took another step back. "Emmet, you're losing it—"

    "I already fucking lost it!"

    Emmet grabbed his head, shaking. "Do you know what it's like?! To walk in and see your wife—your whole damn world—with another man?!"

    His eyes were wild now. Unhinged.

    "You defiled my home, Greg. My wife. You left me with nothing."

    Karl felt a chill creep down his spine.

    Because in that moment, he knew—

    This wasn't about the food.

    Emmet wasn't just trying to survive.

    He was trying to erase the stain left behind.

    And he had already gone too far.

    The room was thick with tension, an unbearable weight pressing down on everyone present. Karl stood silent, watching, calculating.

    Julia, ever the voice of reason and control, stepped forward, arms crossed, her expression unreadable. "Emmet," she said slowly, carefully, "you're making some heavy accusations. But without proof, this is just your word against Greg's."

    Emmet twitched.

    Karl could see it—the way his jaw locked, the way his fingers dug into his palms. He was at his breaking point.

    And then, Emmet smiled.

    Not a sane smile. Not relief.

    Something dark. Something unhinged.

    "You want proof?" he whispered.

    Then he pulled out his tablet.

    A battered old thing, barely functioning, but still alive. He tapped the screen, scrolling through files, his breath uneven.

    Karl already knew.

    Even before Emmet pressed play, he knew.

    And when the video started—

    Oh boy.

    ---

    The recording was grainy, low resolution, the feed coming from a hidden camera. The angle was tilted, but the moment the screen lit up, there was no mistaking it.

    It was Greg.

    And he was on Emmet's bed.

    With Maria.

    Karl could hear Curtis sucking in a sharp breath beside him. Julia's face was a mask of neutrality, but her fingers clenched just a little tighter against her arms.

    And then—

    Greg's voice filled the room.

    "Tch. That loser still hasn't come back?"

    He sat on the edge of the bed, shirt half-off, smirking down at Maria.

    Maria, Emmet's wife, let out a soft, breathy laugh. "You know him… Always out there trying to prove he's some kind of provider. God, it's pathetic."

    Greg snorted. "What's really pathetic is how he thinks he's a man." He leaned back, arms behind his head. "What kind of guy leaves his wife alone in a world like this? That nerd should've known better. He was never gonna keep someone like you."

    Maria giggled. "Mmm, I guess I just needed a real man to remind me what I was missing."

    Karl felt Emmet's breath turn ragged beside him.

    But the worst part?

    The absolute worst part?

    Was what came next.

    Maria sighed, stretching lazily. "To be honest, Greg… I was holding back at first. But now?"

    She smirked.

    "I think I was just lying to myself. Emmet was never enough. He never satisfied me."

    Greg chuckled. "Not surprising. Guy like that? I bet he's got a tiny little thing, huh?"

    Maria laughed. "Mmm… Not just tiny… Pathetic."

    Karl saw Emmet's hands shake. His breathing turned shallow, erratic.

    Greg groaned. "Shit, Maria. If you wanted a real man this whole time, you should've just said so. This whole world's gone to hell. We gotta take what we want, right?"

    Maria giggled. "Mmm, exactly. And right now…?" She straddled Greg, running a hand down his chest. "I need a man who can actually make me feel something. A man who can fill me up."

    Greg smirked. "Well then, let me show you what a real man feels like."

    The recording cut off.

    And the room?

    Was dead. Silent.

    ---

    Karl glanced at Emmet.

    The man was shaking. His whole body trembling with something beyond rage.

    Beyond pain.

    Greg had no words. He stood frozen, pale.

    Julia exhaled slowly, rubbing her temple. "Well…"

    She looked at Greg, then back at Emmet.

    "This… is a problem."

    Karl almost laughed.

    A problem?

    This was a fucking catastrophe.

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    The silence was thick and heavy, pressing down on everyone in the room. The air felt stifling, a storm brewing just beneath the surface.

    Greg's face was pale, his mouth opening and closing like a fish gasping for air. He was trying—desperately—to form an argument, a defense, anything.

    And then, he snapped.

    "BULLSHIT!" Greg suddenly shouted, his voice echoing off the walls. "This is bullshit! That video—it's out of context!"

    Nobody reacted.

    Because nobody believed him.

    Greg's breathing hitched, his eyes darting around the room, realizing.

    Realizing that he was done.

    That everyone knew.

    That he was, from this moment on, a dead man walking.

    And like a cornered animal, Greg did what every coward does when they have nothing left.

    He lashed out.

    "You're all a bunch of self-righteous hypocrites!" he spat, his voice shaking with fury. He pointed at Emmet. "You're a fucking loser! You were never a man to begin with! That's why she let me do it! That's why she wanted me!"

    Emmet's hands clenched into fists. His breath came out in sharp, uneven gasps.

    Greg turned next. His wild eyes landed on the crowd, scanning for someone to blame, someone weaker than him.

    And then—

    He locked onto Julia.

    A twisted, ugly grin spread across his face.

    "And you, Julia," he sneered, stepping closer. "Acting all high and mighty, like you're better than the rest of us?"

    Karl instantly tensed.

    Greg laughed, bitter and cruel. "Let's be fucking real. You walk around like you own this place, like you're some kind of leader, but what are you really? Huh?"

    Julia's expression remained calm, unreadable.

    But Greg wasn't done.

    "You're just another pathetic woman stuck with some fat, useless husband while you pretend you're too good for anyone else!" He spat on the floor. "Bet you haven't been properly fucked in years, huh? Bet that slob you call a husband can't even get it up anymore!"

    Karl felt the temperature in the room drop.

    Curtis inhaled sharply.

    The crowd stiffened.

    Julia… didn't move.

    She just stood there, staring at Greg.

    And that?

    That was the scariest part.

    The room was charged, a silent pressure pressing down on every single person present.

    Greg's words still hung in the air, vile and venomous, but his smirk was fading—he was starting to realize he had gone too far.

    And Julia?

    She stepped forward.

    Not angry. Not rattled.

    Just in control.

    Her expression was calm, cold, her eyes sharp as a blade. She looked at Greg like he was nothing.

    "You know, Greg…" she murmured, voice steady, deliberate. "For someone who talks so much about being a man…"

    She took another step.

    "…You sure sound like a whining little bitch."

    Greg twitched. His ego was still too big to back down. "Oh, fuck off, Julia. You're just mad because I said the truth—"

    Julia turned away from him—completely dismissing him—and faced the crowd.

    "This man," she said, her voice clear, commanding, absolute, "has taken everything from Emmet. His home. His dignity. His wife."

    The crowd murmured.

    "After everything we've suffered, after everything we've lost, we rely on each other to survive. But Greg?"

    She gestured toward him.

    "Greg thinks he can take whatever he wants. Greg thinks the rules don't apply to him."

    Greg stepped back. "W-Wait—"

    Julia raised a hand, and he froze.

    Because everyone was listening.

    Karl saw it.

    The undeniable truth.

    Julia wasn't just respected.

    She wasn't just a leader.

    She was in control.

    These people didn't just listen to her.

    They obeyed her.

    And then, Julia gave the order.

    "Greg," she said, her voice ringing through the air. "You don't deserve to walk away from this."

    She turned to the crowd.

    "Punish him."

    A ripple of shock and bloodlust spread through the room.

    Greg froze. "W-Wait, what?! You can't—!"

    "Do it."

    The crowd moved.

    Hands grabbed Greg, dragged him down, fingers curling into fists.

    Karl saw Emmet step forward, his face twisted with years of rage, years of humiliation.

    And then—

    The first punch landed.

    Greg screamed.

    But it didn't stop.

    More hands. More fists. More rage.

    They weren't just hitting him.

    They were tearing him apart.

    And Julia?

    She just watched.

    Expression calm.

    Expression satisfied.

    Karl stood frozen.

    This wasn't just justice.

    This was power.

    Julia had control.

    And none of them even realized it.

    The sounds of fists against flesh filled the room, each impact sending a visceral reminder of what happened when order collapsed.

    Greg's screams had faded into gurgled sobs, his once-smug arrogance completely obliterated. Emmet, wild-eyed and trembling, had lost himself in the violence, swinging with everything he had.

    But Karl?

    Karl just watched.

    He wasn't horrified. He wasn't sympathetic.

    He was processing.

    Because this?

    This wasn't chaos.

    This was control.

    And at the center of it all, Julia stood untouched.

    ---

    Then, she turned.

    Her sharp, piercing gaze landed on Karl and Curtis.

    For the first time since this started, she addressed them.

    "You two."

    Her voice was smooth, steady—like a blade slipping between ribs.

    "Not interested in punishing a man like Greg?"

    Curtis shifted uncomfortably, his usual bravado momentarily absent. "Uh… I mean, I think he's getting plenty of punishment already."

    Karl just shrugged. "I don't do mob justice."

    A long silence.

    Then, Julia smiled.

    A slow, knowing, dangerous smile.

    She stepped closer, reaching out—

    And before Karl or Curtis could react, she gently ran a hand through their hair.

    Like they were pets.

    Or children.

    Be good boys, she murmured, her voice barely above a whisper.

    Then she patted their heads.

    And with that, she leaned in, her lips so close to Karl's ear he felt the warmth of her breath.

    "Don't mess up."

    Karl's blood ran cold.

    Curtis stiffened beside him.

    For the first time, they both realized.

    Julia wasn't just some hot milf running things by accident.

    She wasn't just respected.

    She wasn't just feared.

    She was in charge.

    And she had just warned them.

    The commotion had reached its peak when he arrived.

    A massive shadow loomed over the entrance. The crowd instinctively parted, as if making way for something unstoppable.

    Karl immediately recognized him.

    A walking mountain of muscle.

    A man built like a brick wall wrapped in human skin.

    He was the silent type, the kind who never spoke unless necessary. No one knew much about him—just that he trained every day, ate whatever protein he could find, and spent most of his time alone.

    The bodybuilder.

    And now, he was here.

    Greg, still barely conscious, let out a choked breath, his bloodied face tilting up.

    The bodybuilder's deep, gravelly voice finally broke the silence.

    "What happened here?"

    His tone was flat. Calm.

    Julia turned toward him, expression as composed as ever. "Greg stole from Emmet. But more than that…" she gestured toward Emmet's shaking form. "He took something that can't be returned."

    The bodybuilder stared at Emmet for a long moment.

    Then, he spoke.

    "Thank you… for fighting."

    That was all he said.

    But somehow, it was enough.

    Emmet froze, his breath hitching.

    And the people?

    The beating stopped.

    They backed away, confused but obedient.

    Karl knew why.

    The bodybuilder didn't need to ask.

    People just listened to him.

    And then—

    He turned toward Greg.

    For a moment, nothing.

    And then—

    He smiled.

    A slow, terrifying smile.

    "Let me defile him."

    Silence.

    Karl blinked.

    Curtis choked on air.

    The crowd collectively recoiled.

    "HELL NAAAHH...!" Someone in the back shouted.

    But the bodybuilder wasn't joking.

    He unfastened his belt.

    Karl watched, horrified.

    Curtis whispered, "Holy shit, he's actually doing it."

    Greg, barely conscious, suddenly found new energy.

    "Wait—WAIT—WHAT?!!" He tried to crawl away, but his body was too broken to move. "You—you can't be serious!!"

    The bodybuilder grabbed him.

    The crowd panicked.

    Then—

    "Stop."

    Julia's calm voice cut through the madness.

    The bodybuilder halted.

    For a moment, Greg looked relieved. His bloodied, swollen face twisted into something resembling gratitude.

    "J-Julia—! Thank you! I— I knew you wouldn't let this happen—"

    Julia slowly tilted her head.

    "Big Boy," she said, voice smooth, almost amused.

    "Make sure his mouth get punished too."

    Greg's soul left his body.

    Karl covered his mouth. Curtis collapsed against the wall.

    The crowd lost their minds.

    "WHAT THE FUCK?!"

    "JULIA, YOU'RE JUST GONNA LET THIS HAPPEN?!"

    "WHY DID SHE SAY THAT SO CASUALLY?!"

    Even the bodybuilder looked surprised. He blinked once, then nodded.

    "Noted."

    Greg screamed.

    And just like that—

    The day got even worse.
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    Karl and Curtis were out the door before anything else could happen.

    They weren't cowards, but there were things in this world you didn't need to witness.

    This?

    This was one of them.

    The air outside was cold, sharp. But it was better than whatever the hell was about to go down inside.

    They stood in the hallway, the distant murmur of the other residents filing out in disgust. Some still whispered in shock, others just walked away, their expressions blank.

    No one wanted to be here.

    From inside the apartment, Greg's weak voice trembled. "No—please—someone stop this—!"

    Then—

    A wet, meaty slap.

    A sharp gasp.

    Emmet's laughter.

    Low at first. Then louder.

    Then hysterical.

    Karl grimaced.

    Curtis stared at the floor.

    They could still hear the muffled begging.

    And then—

    A sound that shouldn't have happened.

    A sound that made Karl's stomach turn.

    Greg's cries, once filled with panic and rage, were now…

    Different.

    It was subtle at first.

    Then clearer.

    Soft.

    Then sharp.

    A choked, half-strangled moan.

    Karl's eye twitched.

    Curtis tilted his head. "Uh…"

    More breathing.

    More shuffling.

    And then, clear as day—

    Greg's voice, weak, broken—

    "N-No… don't stop…"

    Curtis immediately turned around.

    "NOPE. NOPE. NOPE. I'M OUT."

    Karl followed instantly.

    Neither of them wanted confirmation.

    But as they walked down the hall, the sounds of pained moans, shaking laughter, and wet, rhythmic impacts still echoed.

    They were never going to be the same.

    ---

    A few minutes later, Julia emerged.

    She wasn't rushing. She wasn't flustered.

    She was perfectly composed.

    In her grip, Maria.

    Emmet's wife.

    Her face was still swollen, bruised. But her eyes…

    Her eyes weren't empty anymore.

    She looked…

    Afraid.

    Not of Greg.

    Not of Emmet.

    Of Julia.

    Julia didn't say anything at first. She just walked, dragging Maria forward.

    Then, she spoke.

    "Let's have a chat."

    Maria shuddered.

    And Karl knew, right then and there—

    She wasn't making it out of this conversation the same person.

    *****

    Karl and Curtis sat in Curtis's dimly lit apartment, the tension of the last hour still lingering in the air.

    Neither of them spoke for a while.

    Karl, arms crossed, stared at the ceiling.

    Curtis, sitting across from him, just stared at his drink.

    Then, finally—

    Curtis sighed. "So…"

    Karl glanced at him. "So."

    Curtis let out a long exhale, rubbing his face. "We just witnessed one of the worst things to ever happen in this apocalypse."

    Karl nodded. "Yup."

    Curtis took a sip of his drink. "Greg's gonna be walking funny for the rest of his life. If he even survives."

    Karl snorted. "You mean if he even sits again."

    Curtis grinned, shaking his head. "Nah, man. He ain't sitting for months. That dude's gonna be farting like a broken trumpet."

    Karl cracked a smirk. "If he farts, he's gonna sound like a damn flute."

    Curtis cackled. "Man's gonna be out here playing a whole symphony every time he tries to walk."

    Karl leaned back, rubbing his temples. "That was… horrifying."

    Curtis nodded. "Yup."

    Karl exhaled. "Wanna play cards?"

    Curtis blinked. Then grinned. "Fuck yeah."

    He grabbed a deck of worn-out playing cards from the shelf and shuffled. "Alright, same stakes as usual?"

    Karl raised an eyebrow. "Which is?"

    Curtis grinned. "Winner gets bragging rights. Loser has to refer to the winner as 'Your Majesty' for the rest of the day."

    Karl smirked. "You're on."

    And just like that, for a brief moment, they could pretend the world wasn't a total nightmare.

    Just two guys.

    Playing cards.

    Laughing about a man who just lost his dignity in ways no one ever should.

    Curtis shuffled the deck, his smirk still lingering as he passed Karl his hand of cards. "You know," he mused, "after tonight, I really think you should keep that netori fantasy of yours strictly on paper."

    Karl raised an eyebrow, picking up his cards. "What?"

    Curtis tapped his temple. "You know exactly what I mean. You saw what happened to Greg. You wanna end up like that? Bent over, playing an ass flute for the rest of your life?"

    Karl froze.

    A long silence.

    Then, slowly, he placed his cards down, laced his fingers together, and looked Curtis dead in the eye.

    "Of course," he said, voice smooth. "That was the plan from the start."

    Curtis narrowed his eyes. "Karl."

    Karl's expression didn't waver. "Everything is under control."

    Curtis leaned back, studying him. "...That sounded like something a guy who is definitely not in control would say."

    Karl picked up his cards again, completely unfazed. "You're overthinking things."

    Curtis snorted. "Bro, you're the one who likes a genre where dudes steal wives. I have every reason to be concerned."

    Karl exhaled sharply. "It's fiction."

    Curtis raised an eyebrow. "Yeah? Well, Greg thought it was fiction too. And now look at him."

    Karl paused.

    His eyes flickered toward the window, as if expecting to still hear the distant, defeated whimpers of a man who had just had his entire worldview forcibly reshaped.

    His grip on his cards tightened.

    "...Noted."

    Curtis grinned. "Good boy."

    Karl rolled his eyes. "Fuck off."

    And just like that, the game continued.

    With Karl being very, very sure to never, ever, EVER make Greg's mistake.

    Curtis lazily tossed a card onto the table, watching Karl with mild amusement. "Alright, so let's talk about the real issue here."

    Karl raised an eyebrow, placing his own card down. "Which is?"

    Curtis leaned forward, voice lowering slightly. "Julia."

    Karl's expression didn't change. "What about her?"

    Curtis exhaled, shaking his head. "Dude. She's a fucking sociopath."

    Karl didn't even hesitate. "Yeah."

    Curtis blinked. "Damn. No argument?"

    Karl shuffled his cards. "What's there to argue?" He glanced toward the window, his voice steady. "You saw what she did today. She didn't just control the situation. She orchestrated it. She let people do what they wanted, but only because it suited her goals."

    Curtis nodded slowly. "Yeah, and that's the part that's kinda terrifying. Like… it's one thing to lead people. But she makes people want to obey her."

    Karl leaned back in his chair. "That's what makes her dangerous."

    Curtis frowned. "You think she planned all of that? Like, even the big guy showing up?"

    Karl tapped his fingers against the table. "Maybe not every detail. But the way she handled everything? That wasn't improvised. She let things spiral on purpose. She let the crowd beat Greg. She let Emmet have his moment. And when it was time to stop?"

    Curtis shivered. "She stopped it with a fucking joke."

    Karl nodded. "Exactly."

    Curtis ran a hand through his hair. "That's what gets me. She didn't even seem bothered. Not by the mob, not by the beating, not by the… uh…" He cleared his throat. "You know."

    Karl sighed. "Yeah. I know."

    Curtis studied him. "Doesn't that freak you out even a little?"

    Karl's grip on his cards tightened slightly.

    "Of course it does."

    Because Julia wasn't just powerful.

    She was inevitable.

    And the worst part?

    Everyone was okay with it.

    Curtis tossed his cards onto the table, leaning back with a smirk that didn't quite reach his eyes. "You know," he said, rubbing his chin, "back when I was still working a normal job—y'know, before the world turned into a fucking nightmare—I actually knew someone who claimed to know Julia."

    Karl set his cards down, narrowing his eyes. "Really?"

    Curtis nodded. "Yeah. My old boss. Some big-shot corporate guy who was always flexing about the people he 'networked' with. One time, he mentioned Julia by name."

    Karl exhaled, crossing his arms. "And?"

    Curtis hesitated for a second, his smirk fading just a little.

    "And…" He looked toward the window, his voice dropping slightly. "There was this rumor about her. A really fucked-up one."

    Karl stayed silent, waiting.

    Curtis finally looked back at him. "Apparently," he said, voice casual but eyes sharp, "Julia had a thing for young guys."

    Karl's expression didn't change. "Not exactly shocking."

    Curtis shook his head. "No, I mean—young guys she could control. Fresh hires. Interns. Guys who didn't have power." He exhaled, rubbing his temple. "The rumor was that she'd coerce them. Press them into situations they couldn't really say no to."

    Karl didn't blink. "You mean—"

    Curtis nodded. "Yeah. Exactly that."

    A tense silence stretched between them.

    Then Karl, still perfectly calm, picked up his cards again. "And how reliable was this rumor?"

    Curtis shrugged. "No idea. Could've been total bullshit. But my boss swore he knew one of the guys. Said the poor dude practically disappeared after working under her for a year."

    Karl sighed. "And now she's the de facto ruler of a survivalist community."

    Curtis let out a dry laugh. "Yeah. Fucking terrifying, huh?"

    Karl didn't respond immediately. He just stared at his cards, expression unreadable.

    Then, finally, he muttered, "Makes sense."

    Because after everything they had seen today?

    That was the least surprising thing about Julia.

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    ---

    The tension hadn't even begun to settle before the next crisis hit.

    It started with shouting.

    Karl and Curtis were still at the table, their card game briefly forgotten as the noise from the street below grew louder.

    "Shit," Curtis muttered, pushing himself up. "What now?"

    Karl moved to the window, peering through the cracked blinds.

    A group of people—maybe a dozen, maybe more—were gathered in the snow-covered street outside the apartment complex. They were from the building across the way, the scavengers, the ones who had been sniffing around ever since the power shifted in their favor.

    They looked angry. Desperate.

    And they were demanding something.

    Curtis moved beside Karl, eyes narrowing. "You recognize any of 'em?"

    Karl nodded. "Yeah. One of them."

    Curtis grimaced. "Great. Some asshole."

    Mason was a known problem. He had been a nobody before the collapse—just another burnout with a superiority complex. But now? Now he had leverage. A small crew. And enough arrogance to think he could push his weight around.

    From the street, Mason's voice carried upward, sharp and cutting through the cold.

    "We know you've got more supplies!" he shouted, his breath misting in the freezing air. "We saw that snowmobile come and go! You think you can just take and take while we starve?! We want our share!"

    Curtis snorted. "Yeah? And I want a steak dinner and a working toilet, but you don't see me throwing a tantrum."

    Karl wasn't amused. His gut was twisting.

    This was bad.

    Because Mason didn't come alone.

    And because Emmet was still upstairs.

    And because…

    A sound—low and steady, like something massive shifting—echoed from inside the building.

    Karl and Curtis locked eyes.

    "Ah, fuck," Curtis whispered.

    Emmet was coming.

    ---

    The front door slammed open.

    Emmet stepped out.

    The laughter was gone. The manic energy from earlier? Absent.

    But something else had taken its place.

    Something colder.

    The scavengers faltered.

    Mason—either too stupid or too stubborn to back down—puffed out his chest. "That's right, big guy! We know you got more! And we ain't leaving until we get it!"

    Emmet just looked at him.

    Not a word. Not a twitch.

    Just… stared.

    The silence stretched.

    Then, slowly, Emmet lifted his hand and reached back inside the doorway.

    When it emerged, it held an axe.

    Not a sleek, modern tool.

    A brutal, ancient thing—steel chipped and worn, the handle wrapped in leather and old, dried blood.

    A killer's axe.

    Mason's bravado wavered. "Hey, man—"

    Emmet moved.

    Fast.

    Too fast for a man his size.

    The axe came down before Mason could react, splitting the air—splitting bone.

    A scream tore through the street.

    Not Mason's.

    One of his crew.

    The woman beside him—her arm, her fucking arm—gone. Just gone. Severed at the shoulder in a single, effortless stroke.

    She crumpled.

    The others panicked.

    Emmet smiled.

    Mason stumbled back, his face draining of color. "H-Holy shit—"

    Emmet didn't let him finish.

    The axe came up.

    Then down.

    Then again.

    And again.

    And then—

    Chaos.

    Screaming. Running. Blood staining the snow.

    Karl and Curtis could only watch.

    Curtis swallowed. "Yeah, uh… I think we might have a problem."

    Karl didn't respond.

    Because Emmet was still swinging.

    And no one was stopping him.

    Not yet.

    ---

    Julia arrived like a shadow creeping into the chaos.

    Silent. Composed. Untouched by the slaughter unfolding before her.

    Emmet stood in the middle of the carnage, his breath heavy, his shoulders rising and falling like a machine that had finally run out of fuel.

    Blood dripped from the axe in his grip, pooling in the snow, steaming in the cold.

    The scavengers who were still alive? They weren't fighting anymore. They were fleeing.

    But Julia wasn't watching them.

    She was watching Emmet.

    And Emmet…

    Was watching her back.

    Karl felt it before he understood it—something in the air shifted. The way Emmet's stance, so filled with rage and unrelenting destruction just moments before, stilled.

    His grip on the axe loosened.

    His breathing slowed.

    He was… waiting.

    Julia took another step forward, heels crunching softly in the red-stained snow.

    "That's enough," she said.

    Emmet didn't move.

    Didn't argue. Didn't question.

    He should have.

    He had no reason to stop.

    But instead…

    The axe lowered.

    Karl felt his throat tighten.

    He knew what he was witnessing.

    Not control. Not fear.

    Something worse.

    Emmet obeyed.

    And not out of submission.

    Out of trust.

    The monster that had just torn men apart without hesitation had stopped because Julia said so.

    Not because she had power over him.

    Because he wanted to listen to her.

    Curtis, still crouched beside Karl, whispered, "That is fucked up."

    Karl couldn't even argue.

    Julia stepped closer to Emmet, her gloved fingers gently touching the haft of the axe. "You're done here."

    A beat of silence.

    Then Emmet let go.

    The weapon hit the ground with a dull thud.

    Julia smiled.

    "Good boy."

    Emmet shivered.

    Not from the cold.

    And Karl realized, with a quiet horror creeping into his bones—

    Julia had never needed to be stronger than anyone.

    She just needed them to want to serve her.

    And she had won.

    Again.

    ---

    Julia turned to the survivors—the ones who hadn't been cleaved apart, the ones still standing despite the blood soaking the snow beneath them.

    Her expression didn't shift. It didn't soften.

    She just looked at them.

    Cold. Detached.

    Then she spoke.

    "Go home."

    No yelling. No threats.

    Just two words.

    And yet, every single person left standing flinched like she'd pointed a gun at their heads.

    Mason, his face pale, took a stumbling step backward. "But we—"

    Julia tilted her head, and Mason froze.

    Like a rabbit realizing the wolf was still hungry.

    Like a man who understood, too late, that he was never in control of this situation to begin with.

    "You came here demanding something that was never yours," Julia said, voice calm. "You thought you had the numbers. You thought you had leverage."

    Her eyes flicked to Emmet, then back to Mason.

    "But now," she continued, "you have nothing."

    Mason swallowed.

    The others, barely able to stand, kept quiet.

    Julia's voice didn't change. "Leave. Now. Before I change my mind."

    No one hesitated this time.

    They turned. Stumbled.

    And ran.

    The ones who could, at least.

    The ones who couldn't?

    They were left behind.

    Julia didn't care.

    She turned back toward the apartment complex, her posture still perfect, still composed.

    She looked up at the people watching from the windows and balconies, silent witnesses to the carnage.

    And then—

    She smiled.

    "Back inside," she called out. "All of you."

    No one argued.

    The doors slammed shut.

    ---

    Karl didn't say a word as he made his way back up the stairs.

    Curtis was right behind him, breathing a little heavier than usual. "Okay," he muttered, rubbing his temple, "so that happened."

    Karl didn't respond.

    His head was still spinning.

    Emmet had gone berserk. Mason's group had been annihilated.

    And Julia?

    Julia had just cleaned up the mess like it was another Tuesday.

    They reached Karl's door, and he barely had time to open it before—

    "Karl!"

    The second he stepped inside, Jane was on him.

    Her hands gripped his arms, her blue eyes wide with barely concealed panic. "What happened?!"

    Layla stood just behind her, arms crossed, her usual confident smirk nowhere to be found.

    "We heard screaming," Layla said, voice sharp. "A lot of screaming."

    Jane's hands tightened. "Are you okay?"

    Karl blinked.

    Then exhaled.

    "...Yeah," he muttered. "I'm fine."

    Jane didn't look convinced. "Did someone attack the building?"

    Curtis stepped past Karl, flopping onto the nearest chair like his legs had given out. "Nah," he muttered. "More like Emmet attacked them."

    Layla narrowed her eyes. "What?"

    Curtis threw his arms out. "Dude went full-on horror movie villain. Blood, screaming, the works."

    Jane paled. "Oh my God…"

    Karl rubbed his temple. "It's over now."

    Layla studied him for a moment, then scoffed. "Yeah? You sure about that?"

    Karl didn't answer.

    Because no—

    He wasn't sure about anything anymore.

    "Alright, man," Curtis muttered, exhaling. "I'm heading back. Try not to die in your sleep, yeah?"

    Karl shot him a dry look. "Thanks for the vote of confidence."

    Curtis smirked. "Anytime, Your Majesty."

    Karl closed the door behind Curtis and let out a slow breath. The weight of the night pressed on his shoulders, and the cold that had seeped into his bones refused to fade.

    Jane and Layla were still watching him, waiting for an explanation—one he wasn't sure how to give.

    He ran a hand through his hair, exhaling sharply. "Look… I don't know what the hell just happened out there. But Julia—" His voice faltered for a second. "Julia took control of the situation. Completely."

    Layla's brow furrowed. "You mean she manipulated them."

    Karl hesitated. "I mean… she didn't need to."

    Layla scoffed, crossing her arms. "That's the same thing."

    Karl shook his head. "No. It's worse."

    Jane sat down, biting her lip. "How is it worse?"

    "Because Emmet listened," Karl said, meeting her gaze. "He stopped. Not because she scared him. Not because she threatened him. Because she told him to."

    The room went silent.

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Layla's lips parted slightly, then pressed together as she processed Karl's words. Jane, always the more empathetic of the two, looked troubled.

    "Are you saying Julia... awakened?" Jane asked carefully.

    Karl exhaled. "I don't know."

    "But it's possible," Layla cut in, her voice sharper, more suspicious. "That kind of influence—it's not normal. Even for her."

    Jane frowned. "Maybe it's not a power. Maybe Emmet just—"

    "Just what?" Karl asked. "Just decided, in the middle of a bloodbath, that he should listen to her?" He shook his head. "No. It wasn't just him. The others too. They flinched when she spoke. They ran when she told them to. They acted like… like she had them on a leash."

    Silence settled between them, heavy and uncertain.

    "That's an awakening," Layla muttered.

    Jane hugged her arms, staring at the floor. "I've never heard of one like that before."

    Karl ran a hand through his hair. "Neither have I."

    Layla looked to Karl, her gaze sharp and unyielding. "Then we need to find out exactly what Julia is."

    Karl didn't disagree.

    ---

    That night, the exhaustion of the day weighed heavy on him. By the time Karl lay down, Jane was curled up beside him, her warmth seeping into his side, while Layla stretched out on his other. It wasn't unusual for them to share a bed when things got tense—it was comforting, in a world that offered little of it.

    Sleep came easily.

    For a while.

    Then—

    [DING.]

    Karl's eyes snapped open.

    The familiar sound—one he hadn't heard in so long—sent a jolt through him.

    The system.

    For a moment, he just lay there, breathing slowly, feeling the steady warmth of Jane and Layla beside him. The system had been silent for so long he had almost forgotten it was there.

    But it was.

    And now, for some reason, it was back.

    Carefully, he shifted out of bed, slipping away from the two women without waking them. He padded toward the small couch in the corner of the room and sat down, rubbing his face.

    The system interface materialized in his vision.

    [SYSTEM ALERT: UNIDENTIFIED WAVE PATTERN DETECTED.]

    [WARNING: EXTERNAL INFLUENCE ATTEMPTING TO ACCESS HOST'S COGNITIVE FUNCTION.]

    [INITIATING COUNTERMEASURE PROTOCOL.]

    Karl's heart pounded.

    An external influence?

    Before he could react, a sensation like static crackled through his skull. It wasn't painful, but it was there—a low, humming presence, something subtle yet insistent, like a whisper just outside the edge of his thoughts.

    Something—or someone—was trying to influence him.

    His grip tightened on the armrest.

    "What the hell..." he muttered under his breath.

    His system hadn't spoken in so long that he had almost convinced himself he didn't need it. But now? Now it was warning him about something he never even noticed.

    And that was the terrifying part.

    Because if the system hadn't intervened...

    Would he have even realized it was happening?

    Karl exhaled, his fingers tightening against the armrest as the system's messages continued flashing before him.

    [SYSTEM ALERT: COUNTERMEASURE PROTOCOL SUCCESSFULLY EXECUTED.]

    [EXTERNAL INFLUENCE BLOCKED.]

    [HOST STABILIZED.]

    His mind felt clearer, sharper, as if a layer of static that had been lingering beneath his consciousness had finally been erased. He already knew what this meant.

    Someone—or something—had been trying to worm their way into his mind.

    And it had failed.

    But the real issue wasn't just him.

    The system wasn't done.

    [SYSTEM RECOMMENDATION: EXTEND COUNTERMEASURE PROTOCOL TO NEARBY INDIVIDUALS.]

    [HOST POSSESSES: UNCOMMON MONARCH AUTHORITY.]

    [INITIATING MENTAL DOMAIN STABILIZATION.]

    Karl's expression remained cold. He wasn't confused—this wasn't the first time the system had spoken about his Authority.

    Being an Uncommon Monarch wasn't just a title. It was influence.

    Influence over the mind. Over perception. Over control.

    And right now, the system was telling him that Jane and Layla needed that influence.

    Karl glanced toward them, still lying in bed, their breathing steady but shallow. Their faces were relaxed, too relaxed—like they were in a trance.

    That wasn't normal.

    Which meant they were already being affected.

    Karl's jaw clenched.

    He didn't hesitate.

    "Do it," he commanded.

    The system responded instantly.

    [UNCOMMON MONARCH AUTHORITY CONFIRMED.]

    [ESTABLISHING MINOR DOMAIN…]

    [EXTENDING COGNITIVE REINFORCEMENT TO DESIGNATED INDIVIDUALS...]

    A shift.

    A pulse in the air, like the atmosphere had thickened. A presence—not seen, but felt. It was subtle, yet absolute, an invisible weight pressing outward from Karl's very existence.

    A notification appeared.

    [DOMAIN ESTABLISHED.]

    [NEURAL STABILITY OF INDIVIDUALS: JANE, LAYLA — REINFORCED.]

    [EXTERNAL INFLUENCE: BLOCKED.]

    Then—

    Jane inhaled sharply, like someone who had just surfaced from drowning.

    Layla groaned, her fingers twitching as she stirred, her brows furrowing as if shaking off something wrong.

    Karl watched as they slowly sat up, blinking as though waking from a deep haze.

    Layla was the first to react.

    She pressed a hand to her temple, her expression tense. "What the fuck was that?" she muttered.

    Jane followed, rubbing her forehead with a shiver. "I feel like… I was dreaming. But not really."

    Karl's eyes were sharp. "You were dreaming. And something was making sure you stayed that way."

    Layla's head snapped toward him, her gaze instantly sharpening. "Explain."

    Karl leaned forward, his voice even. "Something tried to influence me just now. It failed. Then the system warned me that it was happening to you, too." His fingers tapped against his knee. "I used my Authority to block it."

    Layla's breath hitched. "What was trying to do that?" Her hands clenched into fists. "And why didn't I notice?"

    Karl's expression didn't change. "Because whatever it was, it didn't want you to."

    Jane shivered. "Like… hypnosis?"

    Karl's gaze darkened. "Like control."

    Silence.

    Layla exhaled sharply, dragging a hand through her hair. "Fuck. That means someone—or something—was inside my head. And I didn't even know."

    Karl didn't respond. He didn't need to.

    The weight of the revelation settled over all of them.

    Something had tried to own their thoughts.

    And it had almost succeeded.

    Jane bit her lip. "But why us?" Her voice was quiet. "Why now?"

    Karl exhaled. "That's what we need to find out."

    Layla's expression was unreadable for a moment.

    Then, slowly, a sharp smirk tugged at her lips.

    "Well," she muttered, flexing her fingers. "If someone's playing games with us..."

    Her eyes flicked to Karl, sharp and knowing.

    "...Then let's make them regret it."

    Jane's fingers tightened against the sheets, her expression unusually tense. Then, in a quiet, almost hesitant voice, she muttered:

    "Not them. Her."

    Karl's gaze snapped to her.

    Layla frowned. "Her?" Then realization dawned. "Wait—are you saying—?"

    Jane inhaled sharply, then exhaled. "Julia," she whispered. "It was Julia."

    Silence.

    For a long moment, no one spoke.

    Then—

    Karl clenched his jaw. "...Shit."

    Layla sat up fully, her arms crossing over her chest. "No, hold on," she muttered, processing. "It makes sense." Her tone was sharp, but not dismissive. "That whole thing earlier—the way she stopped Emmet, the way everyone reacted to her. It wasn't normal. We felt it, but we didn't question it."

    Karl exhaled. "Because we weren't able to question it."

    Layla's eyes darkened. "Exactly. If she was already nudging at our thoughts—subtly, slowly—then by the time she really used it, we wouldn't have even noticed."

    Jane shivered. "Except you did notice. And that's why she failed."

    Karl leaned back against the couch, his mind working through everything.

    Julia's presence. The way Emmet had obeyed without hesitation. The way he had nearly overlooked it, despite knowing better.

    His system's warning wasn't just random.

    Julia had tried to influence him.

    She had failed.

    And when the system expanded its protection, it had broken whatever was affecting Jane and Layla too.

    Karl exhaled. "...She wasn't just manipulating Emmet."

    Layla met his gaze, her expression grim. "She was manipulating all of us."

    Jane hugged her arms. "But why?" She looked at Karl. "Why would she need to do that? She already has influence, she already has control over people. Why go this far?"

    Karl shook his head. "I don't know. But whatever she's doing…" His fingers tapped against the armrest. "She didn't want us noticing it."

    Layla scoffed. "Too bad. Because now we do."

    Karl's gaze flickered toward the window.

    Julia.

    She had played this game in the dark.

    But now?

    Now he had the advantage.

    Because she didn't know that he had resisted. She didn't know that he had seen what she was doing.

    And Karl wasn't planning to stay in the dark any longer.

    "We do," he muttered, eyes sharp.

    And it was time to act.

    Karl let out a slow breath, his mind still racing, but there was nothing more to do tonight. He glanced at Jane and Layla—both of them still tense, their thoughts undoubtedly tangled in the same mess as his.

    "Get some sleep," he muttered, standing up.

    Layla scoffed. "Yeah, like that's gonna be easy."

    Jane didn't argue, but the exhaustion in her expression was clear.

    Still, they all settled back onto the bed. Karl lay between them once more, but now, there was an unspoken awareness between them. A silent understanding.

    Julia had been in their heads.

    But she wasn't anymore.

    And Karl wasn't going to let it happen again.

    Eventually, exhaustion won over paranoia, and sleep claimed them.

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    The next morning.

    Karl's eyes snapped open the moment he heard the faint hum of wind against the building.

    Everything felt… off.

    He sat up quickly, scanning the room. Jane and Layla were still asleep, their breathing steady. The apartment was eerily quiet.

    Too quiet.

    Karl pushed the blankets off and stood, stretching briefly before moving toward the window. Outside, the street was covered in fresh snow, the gray morning light casting long shadows across the buildings.

    But something was wrong.

    Normally, there would be some movement. Even in the worst of times, people shuffled through the alleys, scavengers moved between buildings, distant murmurs filled the air.

    Now?

    Nothing.

    Not a single soul.

    Karl's stomach twisted.

    He turned away from the window and grabbed his jacket. He needed to check on Curtis.

    Moving carefully, he slipped out of the apartment, making sure not to wake the others.

    The hallway was just as unsettling as the streets.

    Silent.

    Karl's steps echoed faintly against the scuffed floors as he walked toward Curtis's unit. The apartment complex wasn't usually loud, but it was never this dead.

    Something had changed.

    His fingers tightened into a fist.

    Was this Julia's doing?

    Karl reached Curtis's door and knocked—three quick taps.

    No response.

    Frowning, he knocked again, harder this time.

    Still nothing.

    A faint unease settled into his chest.

    He grabbed the handle and twisted. The door wasn't locked.

    Karl pushed it open slowly.

    "Curtis?" he called out.

    Silence.

    The room was empty.

    Karl stepped inside, eyes scanning every corner. Curtis's jacket was still draped over a chair. A half-empty can of food sat on the table, a deck of cards scattered beside it.

    Like he had been here.

    Like he had just been here.

    And yet, he was gone.

    Karl's jaw clenched.

    He wasn't imagining things.

    Something was very wrong.

    And he had a sinking feeling he already knew who was behind it.

    Karl's pulse pounded as the eerie silence of the apartment complex was shattered by the sudden, intrusive hum of the system. The display materialized in his vision once more, a stark warning in its cold, mechanical tone.

    [SYSTEM ALERT: SUBJECT CURTIS IDENTIFIED AS COMPROMISED.]

    [RECOMMENDATION: INITIATE NEUTRALIZATION PROTOCOL.]

    Karl's eyes widened. Curtis—his friend—had been controlled. The realization hit him like a punch. The system's directive was clear: he needed to act now.

    "Hold Curtis's head," the system instructed, its voice unyielding, echoing in the confines of Karl's mind.

    Steeling himself, Karl moved to Curtis's vacant unit. There, he found Curtis slumped in a chair, his eyes closed as if in a deep trance. With a deep breath, Karl knelt beside him and gently grasped the side of his head.

    Almost immediately, a subtle warmth surged through Karl's fingertips. They began to glow—a faint, ethereal light radiating from his hands as the neutralization protocol took effect. The sensation was both unnerving and awe-inspiring, a tangible manifestation of his Uncommon Monarch Authority merging with the system's countermeasures.

    Curtis's eyelids fluttered. His face twitched, as if roused from a long, dark sleep. Moments later, his eyes snapped open, clear and bewildered. For a heartbeat, the world seemed suspended in that charged moment.

    Then, as if breaking free from a trance, Curtis's hand reached out and, with a shaky yet genuine grin, patted Karl's glowing hand. "What the hell, man…" he muttered, his voice laced with disbelief and relief.

    Karl exhaled slowly, his mind racing with a mixture of triumph and concern. The system's intervention had worked—but the implications were far from over. Curtis's brief moment of clarity was a small victory in a war waged in the shadows of their minds.

    The system's display flickered softly, its tone now measured.

    [SYSTEM STATUS: NEUTRALIZATION PROTOCOL COMPLETED FOR SUBJECT CURTIS.]

    [MONITORING FOR RESIDUAL EXTERNAL INFLUENCE...]

    Curtis blinked, shaking his head as if to clear a fog. "Man… I feel like I just woke up from the worst nightmare," he said.

    Karl's jaw tightened as he forced a wry smile. "Welcome back, Curtis. We've got bigger problems than that, though."

    Outside, the silence of the building deepened, as if warning them that this was only the beginning. The revelation of Julia's insidious influence still hung heavily in the air—and with every pulse of his glowing hand, Karl knew that the battle for control of their minds had only just begun.

    Curtis rubbed his temples, still groggy from whatever had been controlling him. His expression darkened as he looked at Karl, trying to make sense of what just happened.

    Karl exhaled. "I think Julia had an awakening."

    Curtis's brows shot up. "Awakening?" He blinked, then let out a bitter chuckle. "You mean, like, some kind of ability? Fuck me, man… That actually makes sense." He shook his head. "But wait—how the hell do you know that? And more importantly, how the hell did you snap me out of it?"

    Karl hesitated, the weight of Curtis's question pressing against him. He couldn't just tell Curtis the truth—that he had been resisting Julia's influence thanks to his system, and that his Uncommon Monarch Authority had given him the power to neutralize it. That would raise too many questions.

    So he went with a lie. A convincing one.

    "I think my own awakening is the reason I could stop it," Karl said, leaning against the table. His voice was measured, controlled. "It's… weird, but I've been noticing things. The way people act around Julia. The way their thoughts change when she's around." He tapped his temple. "Whatever ability she has, it works on a subconscious level. It's not mind control—at least, not outright. It's more like… influence. A pull."

    Curtis frowned, listening closely.

    Karl continued. "But mine—" He gestured to his hand, which had only just stopped glowing. "I think my awakening is different. If hers makes people fall in line, mine…" He let out a dry chuckle. "Well, I guess mine neutralizes awakenings like that."

    It was a lie, but one rooted in enough truth that it didn't feel like one. He had resisted Julia's influence. He had snapped Curtis out of whatever had taken hold of him.

    Curtis exhaled, rubbing his face. "Shit. So, what—you're saying you can counter her?"

    Karl nodded, keeping his expression firm. "That's what it looks like."

    Curtis stared at him for a long moment, then shook his head with a low chuckle. "Man, that's crazy. You're telling me Julia has some fucked-up obey-me superpower, and you got the anti-version?" He exhaled. "Damn. That's kinda poetic."

    Karl forced a smirk. "Yeah. Lucky me."

    Inside, his mind was racing.

    He needed to play this carefully.

    Julia didn't know that he had figured her out. She still thought her influence was undetectable, that no one would ever question it.

    But now, Karl knew.

    And with Curtis awake and aware, he wasn't the only one.

    It was time to see just how deep Julia's awakening ran. And more importantly—

    How to bring her down.

    Curtis ran a hand through his hair, his expression still caught between disbelief and uneasy realization. "Man… Julia's always been the friendly type. Y'know, smiling, checking up on people, making sure everyone's got what they need. She was the good one in this whole fucked-up mess."

    Karl nodded, leaning against the table. "That's what's bothering me." He crossed his arms. "She's never been like that before. What happened last night… that wasn't normal. She was cold. Detached. It was like she wasn't even the same person."

    Curtis exhaled sharply. "And then there's him."

    Karl narrowed his eyes. "Her husband?"

    Curtis nodded. "Yeah. Ethan. Big guy, real protective of her. Always around. But when's the last time you actually saw him?"

    Karl paused.

    He tried to think back—Ethan had always been with Julia. In the early days, when everything went to shit, they were inseparable. They ran supplies together, they negotiated with other survivors together.

    But lately?

    Karl's stomach twisted.

    "I haven't seen him in weeks," he muttered.

    Curtis's jaw tightened. "Yeah. Exactly. And no one's asking about him. No one's noticed." He gestured around them. "We live in the same goddamn building, man. If he left, someone would've seen him. If he died, people would've talked. But it's like he just… stopped existing."

    Karl felt an uncomfortable chill settle in his spine.

    Julia had changed. She had awakened. And her husband—the man who had been closest to her—had disappeared without a trace.

    Something wasn't adding up.

    And Karl had a sick feeling that whatever had happened to Ethan…

    Julia had made sure no one would ever remember.

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    Chapter 152: Attack

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    A sudden sound shattered the eerie silence of the apartment complex.

    Footsteps.

    A lot of them.

    Karl and Curtis both turned toward the hallway, their instincts sharpening. The rhythmic shuffle of feet echoed through the building, steady, deliberate, and unnatural.

    "You hear that?" Curtis muttered.

    Karl gave him a sharp nod. "Lobby. Let's move."

    They slipped out of Curtis's unit, moving swiftly but cautiously through the dimly lit hallway. The stairwell leading down was silent, but as they neared the ground floor, the sounds grew clearer—more defined.

    When they reached the final step, Karl felt something off in the air.

    The lobby was filled with people.

    Survivors from the apartment complex. The same faces Karl had seen day after day, the same people who had fought to survive in this crumbling world.

    But now?

    They weren't acting like themselves.

    They were walking—slowly, methodically—toward the center of the lobby, forming silent, rigid rows. Their eyes were empty.

    Completely void of emotion.

    Karl's breath caught in his throat. "What the hell—"

    Curtis grabbed his arm. "Look at their faces."

    Karl did.

    Blank. Passive.

    Like they were asleep with their eyes open.

    Or worse—

    Like they weren't in control of themselves anymore.

    Karl's fists clenched. "This is her," he muttered. "This is Julia."

    Curtis swallowed hard. "Shit, man…" His voice was quiet but urgent. "What do we do?"

    Karl's mind raced.

    Julia wasn't just influencing individuals anymore.

    She had them all.

    Karl exchanged a brief look with Curtis. They didn't need to say anything. The answer was clear—if Julia was controlling everyone, they had to play along.

    He exhaled and let his body relax, his expression turning empty. Curtis hesitated for half a second before mimicking him. Together, they stepped forward, blending into the eerie procession of blank-faced survivors.

    The group stood in rigid silence, forming orderly rows in the center of the lobby. The air felt thick—charged with something unseen but felt. Karl had experienced this sensation before. The unnatural weight pressing down on his thoughts, the subtle pull toward something else.

    Then, Julia appeared.

    She walked in from the far side of the lobby, moving with slow, deliberate steps. She wore the same clean, composed expression she always did, but now…

    Now it looked wrong.

    Her usually warm eyes were cold. Detached. Like the Julia they knew had been hollowed out and replaced by something else.

    She stopped in front of the assembled crowd and swept her gaze across them. Karl kept his breathing steady as her eyes passed over him.

    Then she spoke.

    "We are survivors."

    Her voice was soft, almost soothing. But beneath the surface, there was something off—a weight to her words that Karl couldn't ignore.

    "We have endured. We have fought against the sickness, against the hunger, against the failures of the old world."

    Her lips curled into something like a smile.

    "And we have thrived because we are not like them. The weak. The selfish. The ones who hide behind false morality while taking everything from us.*"

    Karl's fingers twitched. His system was silent, but he knew it was watching. Calculating.

    Julia's voice lowered. "We have taken back what was stolen. We have reclaimed what was denied. The food, the weapons, the shelter." She took a slow step forward. "And when they fought back…"

    Her smile widened.

    "We took their flesh, too."

    Karl's breath caught in his throat.

    He wasn't sure if he had misheard her.

    But no.

    Julia stood there, serene, speaking to them like a teacher guiding students.

    "Meat is meat," she continued softly. "Their selfishness fed our hunger. Their greed kept our fire burning. Their deaths sustained our lives."

    Karl's heartbeat pounded in his ears. His mind screamed against the words she was saying, but his face remained blank.

    Curtis, standing beside him, was stock still. Karl could feel the tension in his posture, the barely restrained urge to react.

    "And now…" Julia continued, her eyes gleaming with something Karl couldn't define. "Now, we are ready to move forward. To take what remains. To erase the old world and build anew."

    Her gaze swept over them, almost searching.

    Karl fought to keep his thoughts in check.

    Everything—everything—he thought he knew about reality was starting to crack.

    This wasn't just about control.

    This wasn't just an awakening.

    Julia…

    Julia had turned these people into something else.

    The moment Julia finished speaking, a ripple of energy seemed to pass through the crowd. A tense, unnatural silence followed—until it shattered.

    A piercing scream tore through the lobby.

    Then another.

    And another.

    Suddenly, the entire apartment complex exploded into chaos.

    People who had been standing motionless, blank-faced, suddenly erupted with raw aggression. They ran—not randomly, not aimlessly—but with purpose.

    Through the lobby.

    Out the front doors.

    Into the city.

    Karl and Curtis forced themselves to move with them, blending in, following the frenzied rush without hesitation. They couldn't risk breaking character—not yet.

    As they emerged onto the snow-covered street, Karl's breath hitched.

    The apartment complex wasn't alone in this.

    Across the city, other buildings were stirring with movement. More groups spilling out, converging on the roads like a living tide. And in their eyes—

    Something was wrong.

    Their movements were sharp. Unnatural. Every single one of them was awake in a way that was beyond human.

    They were all Awakened.

    Karl's mind reeled. How?! Awakening was supposed to be rare. Unpredictable. A roll of the dice.

    And yet…

    Here they were.

    A horde of people, all suddenly empowered—and all under Julia's influence.

    As they sprinted into the city, Karl risked a glance back at the apartment complex—just in time to see the doors busted down.

    The building was being looted.

    Not just by outsiders—by their own people.

    Windows shattered. Doors were kicked in. People swarmed through every floor, grabbing supplies, flipping furniture, taking everything.

    And then the screams started.

    Karl and Curtis ducked into an alleyway, shoving their backs against a locked service door as the chaos spread.

    Inside, the apartment was turning into a bloodbath. Survivors who hadn't been part of Julia's awakening—those who had resisted, who had hidden—were found. Dragged from their rooms. Torn apart.

    Karl's stomach twisted.

    "This isn't just looting," Curtis whispered, his voice tight. "This is a goddamn culling."

    Karl gritted his teeth, forcing his breath to stay steady. "We need to lay low," he muttered. "We can't fight this."

    "Not yet," Curtis corrected, his jaw clenched. "But we will."

    They had barely escaped with their lives.

    And now, as the city burned and the streets filled with something far worse than chaos…

    Karl realized one thing.

    Julia hadn't just awakened.

    She had started a war.

    Karl and Curtis crouched low in the alleyway, the chilling sounds of looting, screaming, and destruction filling the streets around them. The air was thick with the scent of burning debris and something far worse—blood.

    Curtis wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, his breathing uneven. "This is insane," he muttered. "We have to get out of here."

    Karl's jaw tightened. "No."

    Curtis shot him a look. "Dude, are you serious? This whole city's turning into a madhouse. We should be running as far away from this as possible."

    Karl exhaled sharply. "And then what? Hide in some random ruin while this spreads?" His eyes flicked toward the direction of the apartment. "No. We go back."

    Curtis hesitated, glancing toward the burning skyline. It was clear neither of them wanted to be part of whatever nightmare Julia had unleashed. But going back meant walking straight into the lion's den.

    "Fuck," Curtis muttered. "Fine. But the second this goes sideways, we bolt."

    Karl gave a firm nod. "Agreed."

    They moved carefully, weaving through back alleys, avoiding the larger mobs rampaging through the streets. Most of the awakened were too focused on whatever mission Julia had burned into their minds—looting, purging, hunting.

    And soon enough, the apartment complex was in sight.

    It looked almost the same—intact, undisturbed—except for the eerie silence. The looting had been focused elsewhere. The building itself stood as if untouched.

    Karl and Curtis exchanged a glance. That's not right.

    As they crept closer, something made Karl's stomach twist.

    A figure stood in the middle of the lobby.

    Waiting.

    Karl felt a chill creep down his spine.

    Julia.

    She stood alone, her hands clasped in front of her, her expression calm. Too calm. Her pristine clothing was untouched by the chaos outside. It was as if the destruction, the violence—it didn't touch her.

    Her eyes flicked up, locking onto Karl and Curtis before they could take another step.

    And she smiled.

    "Welcome back," she said softly, her voice carrying across the empty space. "I knew you'd return."

    Karl's breath caught.

    She knew.

    She had been waiting for them.

    Curtis stiffened beside him. "Shit..." he whispered under his breath.

    Karl felt his fingers twitch.

    This was bad.

    And they had nowhere to run.

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Karl's stomach dropped the second Julia spoke again, her voice crisp and commanding.

    "Bring the hostages."

    Karl and Curtis barely had time to react before the heavy thud of footsteps filled the silence.

    Then he saw him.

    A massive man, dark-skinned, built like a walking mountain, stepped into the dimly lit lobby. His presence alone was suffocating. But Karl recognized him instantly.

    No fucking way…

    It was him.

    The same man who had once terrorized Greg. The one who had broken him. The one no one spoke about, because even mentioning his name carried the weight of something vile.

    And now, he stood there with a smug grin, effortlessly carrying two unconscious figures in his thick, corded arms.

    Jane.

    Layla.

    Karl's vision blurred for a second. His breath turned razor-sharp. His heart pounded in his ears.

    The two women—his women—were limp, vulnerable, completely at the mercy of this monster.

    Jane's soft blonde hair spilled over the man's thick forearm, her usually sharp, motherly expression nowhere to be found. Layla's lithe form dangled like a rag doll, her dark hair falling over her closed eyes.

    They weren't just knocked out.

    They had been taken.

    Curtis inhaled sharply beside him. "Oh, fuck…"

    Karl forced his fists to unclench. He needed to think. He needed to stay calm.

    Julia tilted her head, watching him. She wasn't just smiling anymore. She was measuring him. Calculating.

    "You're special, Karl," she said smoothly, her voice carrying the weight of absolute certainty. "I felt it the moment you resisted me. I know you're different."

    Her cold, knowing eyes flickered to Curtis.

    "And you," she continued, "you should be like the rest of them. But somehow… you're not."

    Karl's jaw clenched.

    Julia's smile widened. "You two hid from me. You pretended. Smart." She took a slow step forward. "But it doesn't matter. Because now?"

    Her eyes darkened.

    "You belong to me."

    The massive man shifted, adjusting Jane and Layla's unconscious forms like they were nothing. His thick fingers twitched, as if itching to do something worse.

    Karl's mind raced.

    He couldn't fight. Not yet.

    He couldn't run. Not with them in danger.

    Which meant—

    He had to play the game.

    For now.

    Ethan—in Julia's body—twirled once more, clearly reveling in his stolen flesh. The way he moved was wrong. Too smooth, too feminine, yet twisted by the sheer knowledge of who was truly inside.

    Karl forced himself to breathe steadily. His hands itched to do something—anything—but right now, information was more valuable than action.

    Ethan stopped, a wicked grin spreading across Julia's perfect lips. "And the best part?" he purred, "I got everything she had."

    Karl's stomach clenched. "You mean…"

    "Oh, yes," Ethan interrupted, waving his hand lazily. "Julia had a gift—an incredible one. The power to seep into people's thoughts, to pull them toward her. She could have made the world kneel at her feet."

    His eyes darkened. "But the stupid bitch refused to use it."

    Curtis tensed beside Karl, his fingers twitching. "What do you mean?"

    Ethan rolled his eyes, exasperated. "She had everything—absolute control, Karl. She could have owned every mind in this godforsaken city. She could have ruled. But no!*" His voice twisted into a mocking whine. "She wanted to be 'good.' She wanted to 'help.'"

    He sneered, looking utterly disgusted. "She had the power to make people love her, to bend them, to shape them. And what did she do?" He spat on the floor. "She used it to keep people from fighting. To 'calm' them. To 'soothe' them.*"

    Karl clenched his jaw. "So you took her body."

    "Of course I did!" Ethan spread his arms, his stolen features glowing with unhinged glee. "Why waste such perfection on someone too weak to use it properly? Now I can do what she never had the spine to do. And look—"

    He gestured grandly toward the shattered doors of the apartment, where the distant screams of the city still echoed. "It's working."

    Karl's stomach churned.

    Ethan hadn't just taken her body.

    He had taken everything.

    Her life. Her power. And now, the entire city was falling under his grasp.

    Curtis exhaled sharply beside him, shaking his head. "This is so fucking wrong."

    Ethan turned to him, smirking. "*Oh, Curtis, don't look so horrified." His eyes gleamed with cruel amusement. "You should be grateful you get to witness something so... *beautiful."

    Karl felt a cold, steady rage settle in his chest.

    Ethan wasn't just a monster.

    He was a king in the making.

    And if Karl didn't stop him…

    There wouldn't be anything left to save.

    Karl's breath turned sharp as the tension in the room thickened into something suffocating.

    Jane and Layla were still awake. Their wide, terrified eyes darted between him and Curtis, their muffled protests barely escaping past the thick tape sealing their mouths. Their hands and feet were bound, keeping them helpless, forced to witness whatever twisted game Ethan—Julia—was playing.

    The towering man—the beast who had carried them—moved with slow, deliberate steps. He set them down carefully, as if they were delicate objects rather than struggling, terrified women. Then, with a disturbing sense of purpose, he turned toward Curtis.

    "No," Karl muttered, his fists tightening.

    Curtis barely had time to react before a massive hand grabbed him, lifting him effortlessly. "What the fuck—" he choked out, struggling against the iron grip. It was useless.

    The sound of fabric tearing cut through the silence.

    Karl felt his stomach drop.

    Jane let out a muffled scream, her entire body jerking in her restraints. Layla thrashed wildly, her panicked eyes darting between Curtis and Karl, silently begging him to do something.

    But Karl couldn't move.

    He couldn't react.

    Because Ethan—Julia—was watching him.

    She—he—stepped forward, her expression a twisted mix of amusement and delight. "Oh, Karl," she purred, "you're still trying to play the hero?"

    Curtis let out a strained grunt, his body twisting, muscles flexing as he fought—but the monster holding him was unmoved.

    "Stop—this—shit—" Curtis growled, his voice tight with fury.

    Ethan smirked, stepping closer, her stolen body moving with an eerie, unnatural grace. "Why should I?" She reached up, her fingers grazing Curtis's jaw, forcing him to meet her gaze. "You don't understand, do you?"

    Curtis's breathing was ragged, his body shaking.

    "I have everything," Ethan whispered. "Julia's power. Julia's body. *Her control."

    Karl's mind reeled.

    Ethan wasn't just wearing Julia.

    He was using her power.

    The very thing that made her so loved, so trusted. The ability to make people follow her, to surrender to her influence—Ethan had twisted it into something horrifying.

    "And you know what the worst part is?" Ethan leaned in, whispering mockingly. "She never even used it properly. All that power… wasted on kindness."

    Curtis's teeth clenched, his body going rigid as Ethan's fingers trailed lower, teasing.

    Karl couldn't look away.

    Layla and Jane couldn't look away.

    They were being forced to witness this nightmare.

    Karl's heart pounded.

    If he moved now—if he tried to stop this—Jane and Layla would pay the price.

    Ethan smirked, sensing his hesitation. "Oh Karl," she sighed, "*you're just like her. Always holding back. Always *waiting.**"

    Her eyes darkened. "But I don't wait."

    Karl forced his hands to remain at his sides. He forced himself to breathe.

    He couldn't stop this.

    Not yet.

    But he would.

    And when he did—

    Ethan would beg for mercy.

    And Karl wouldn't give it.
